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Unfolding Futures: Indigenous Ways of 
Knowing for the Twenty-First Century

Philip J. Deloria, K. Tsianina Lomawaima,  
Bryan McKinley Jones Brayboy, Mark N. Trahant,  
Loren Ghiglione, Douglas Medin & Ned Blackhawk 

Modern racism is the active writing of Indian people out 
of contemporary life.
   –Stephanie Fryberg

The Supreme Court does not know even the very basics 
of Indian law.
   –Maggie McKinley

Environmental researchers know that Indian people have 
important knowledge. But they think of it in terms of “the 
elders” rather than the twenty-five years of fisheries re-
search carried out by the tribe.
   –Kyle Whyte

What’s missing is not voices, but ears. University adminis-
trators, government officials, judges, leaders of nonprofits– 
they don’t even know what they don’t know. 
   –Shelly Lowe

In the summer and autumn of 2016, American Indi-
an people1 (re)entered American political conscious-
ness in ways not seen since the takeover of the South 
Dakota village of Wounded Knee in 1973. Wounded 
Knee featured a seventy-one-day siege, the mobili-
zation of the American military against Indian ac-
tivists, and copious media reportage; and it came on 
the heels of the 1972 takeover of the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs in Washington, D.C., the seizure and occu-
pation of Alcatraz Island (1969–1971), and several 
best-selling books on Indian activism. In the early 
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1970s, Indian people and their challenges 
and possibilities achieved a political visi-
bility that they had not held for a century.

In 2016, Indians reappeared once again. 
The occasion was the near-completion of 
the Dakota Access Pipeline, a 1,100-mile, 
30-inch pipe built to carry oil from the Bak-
ken Fields of North Dakota to a terminal in 
Illinois. Passing about one-half mile north 
of the Standing Rock Sioux reservation, 
the pipe would run underneath the Mis-
souri River, jeopardizing the Tribe’s wa-
ter source; and it turned out that the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers, which had ju-
risdiction over the land, had failed to ade-
quately consult the Tribe. 

The protests did not follow the patterns 
of the sixties and early seventies. Over the 
course of the spring and summer, a small 
prayer camp on the Standing Rock reser-
vation grew into a vast protest city, with 
as many as ten thousand people occupy-
ing several camps. Lakota and Dakota peo-
ples were joined by Indigenous peoples 
from across North America and around the 
world, as well as environmental activists 
and allies from a range of other social jus-
tice groups. Some came for a weekend; oth-
ers committed to a long stay. The pipeline 
had been rerouted away from the city of 
Bismarck, North Dakota, in what seemed 
to be a clear case of environmental rac-
ism: the willing endangerment of an Indi-
an community in order to distance a White 
community from danger. For environmen-
talists, the protest against Dakota Access 
was also part of a three-pronged strategy: 
trying to slow production, trying to change 
patterns of consumption, and trying to re-
duce oil infrastructure. They relished the 
opportunity to reprise their success in stop-
ping the Keystone XL pipeline in 2015.

Beginning in the late summer and ex-
tending throughout the fall, the protests 
were met with an astonishing display of 
militarized police power. Camouflage, gas 
mask, and body armor–wearing, AK-47-

toting private guards, North Dakota law en-
forcement, and National Guardsmen faced 
down protesters. Unlike Wounded Knee, 
which had relied upon a now-simple world 
of network television coverage, Standing 
Rock was a viral story. It featured a prolif-
eration of social media images document-
ing both the substance of the camps them-
selves–mostly spiritual and pacifist–and 
the dog attacks, teargassings, and bean-bag 
and rubber-bullet shootings that were be-
ing launched by the authorities.

A legal and political effort accompanied 
the camps. The legal story was marked 
by events that unfolded far from Stand-
ing Rock: federal court decisions in Wash-
ington, D.C., requests to halt construction 
from cabinet departments, a December 
2016 revocation of the pipeline’s permit, 
and, in June 2017, a federal court ruling that 
the Army Corps of Engineers had failed to 
conduct an adequate and consultative en-
vironmental study in relation to Sioux trea-
ty rights. The Standing Rock Sioux Tribe 
rightly claimed a kind of victory. But the 
pipeline was in full operation by then, and 
the judge refused to shut it down on what 
seemed to be mostly procedural matters. 
“Victory” seemed to belong in quotation 
marks, as the oil has continued to flow.

As scholars interested in the past, pres-
ent, and future of Indigenous peoples in the 
United States and the world, we watched 
the events at Standing Rock and extracted 
lessons. Most non-Native people we talked  
with about the occupation could agree on 
the significance of sacred places, or the 
spiritual and environmental importance 
of clean, safe water, or perhaps arguments 
about cultural patrimony and history. These 
were the familiar tropes associated with the 
“American Indian.” Most non-Native peo-
ple also knew that it all had something to 
do with broken treaties–because there al-
ways is a story about a broken treaty. It is 
a hook on which hangs a vague feeling of 
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national guilt, a well-meaning expression 
of sympathy, and a sad sense of the inevi-
tability of it all.

Understanding the intricacies of the rel-
evant treaties (1851 and 1868), agreements 
(1877 and 1889), executive orders (1875), and 
countless legal cases, laws, and administra-
tive protocols proved challenging, even for 
the most dedicated advocates. They were 
confused by the shifting boundaries be-
tween treaties, by the provisions for ap-
proval of subsequent agreements, and by 
the possibility that not all Lakota and Da-
kota people had consented to the treaty in 
1868. It was all quite complicated. 

Media consumers were moved, however,  
by the images of young Indian people on 
horseback (sometimes painted), of tipi 
lodges jutting from the tent city, and of the 
magical day when bison appeared from 
over a hilltop and ran past the camp. Most 
observers had a picture of Indian people 
in their minds that did not align with con-
temporary Indian lives. Sympathetic view-
ers tended to latch on to images that evoked 
the past; they struggled to know the pres-
ent and did not think overlong about the fu-
ture. They did not know what they did not 
know about Indigenous life, and they could 
not begin to imagine Indian people leading 
non-Native America in any way. As usual, 
they assumed that Indians would, at best, 
reluctantly follow along into whatever it is 
that comes next. 

But the images were part of a leading-edge 
Indian politics with lessons for everyone’s 
future. Pictures of painted faces, horses, bi-
son, lodges, and landscapes often reflect-
ed self-aware strategic essentialisms meant 
to drive politically powerful narratives that 
demanded engagement. They were beamed 
to the world via social media; indeed, one 
might argue that the occupation garnered 
much of its energy from a social media cam-
paign launched by Native activists. The 
campaign went global, even as it recruited 
allies and partners with resources and net-

works of their own. A small prayer camp 
turned into an international cause.

In August 2016, as Standing Rock was  
heating up, six of us–Bryan Brayboy, Mark 
Trahant, Loren Ghiglione, Douglas Medin, 
Ned Blackhawk, and Philip Deloria–met at 
the American Academy of Arts and Scienc-
es with a group of American Indian schol-
ars and thought leaders. Although she was 
unable to attend that meeting, coeditor K. 
Tsianina Lomawaima quickly took on a lead 
role in the conversation. Together, we have 
followed in the footsteps of generations of 
other Indian thinkers: we tried to puzzle out 
this moment in time, when Indigenous peo-
ples are crafting a new environmental-social- 
political alliance and new strategies for po-
litical action, while simultaneously being 
written out of much of contemporary life. 
This erasure, as Stephanie Fryberg noted at 
the meeting, is a particular form of modern 
racism directed at the Indigenous, though 
it has consequences for all. The epigraphs 
at the beginning of this essay–all uttered at 
that meeting–frame the issues well: Indian 
people continue to suffer from widespread 
ignorance and an assumption of their past-
ness. Shelly Lowe went so far as to frame that 
ignorance in Rumsfeldian terms: Americans 
did not have an inkling of what they did not 
know. Our mission was clear: to understand 
the contemporary dynamics of this modern 
rac   ism and to try to create positive change in 
academia, in the legal system, among gov-
ernment and nonprofit actors, and in the in-
tellectual and cultural life of the nation. 

Those conversations at the American 
Academy helped shape and support this 
issue of Dædalus, which we have titled 
“Unfolding Futures: Indigenous Ways of 
Knowing for the Twenty-First Century.” In 
this volume, you will find serious reflection 
on many questions most important to In-
dian Country and the broader Indigenous 
world. We have tried to place research con-
tributions at the center of many of these es-
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says, to make “unknown unknowns” visi-
ble to non-Native audiences, and to speak 
to the unique status, the honest challenges, 
and the very real achievements of contem-
porary Indian people. We have organized 
the issue around key themes, and each essay 
will touch on one or more of these points: 
1) Indians are unique–they are not simply 
another minority, but have a formal legal 
and political status in the United States; 
2) Indian people are sovereign–they have 
collective rights to self-determination and 
self-governance; and 3) Indian people are 
central–they occupy a position at the very 
heart of critical issues spanning energy and 
bioethics to climate change. Finally, read-
ers will note the consistent thematic ostina-
to: Indian people are engaged with history, 
to be sure, but they should not be viewed 
in terms of the past, but through the lens 
of futurity. 

In Article I of the U.S. Constitution, the 
famous “three-fifths” clause outlines four 
categories of people: citizens, indentured 
servants, “all other persons” (the nonref-
erence to African American slaves), and a 
fourth group, “Indians not taxed.” An Indi-
an person paying taxes to the U.S. govern-
ment would have presumably given up a 
different, non-U.S. form of citizenship, one 
based in a tribal nation. Because they were 
part of their own nations, Indians would be 
neither taxed nor counted for purposes of 
representation in the United States. They 
were members of foreign nations, in oth-
er words. That sensibility was reinforced in 
the Commerce Clause, in which Congress 
is given the power “to regulate Commerce 
with foreign Nations, and among the sever-
al States, and with the Indian Tribes.” Here, 
the word “among” signals the internal na-
ture of the states, while the word “with” 
suggests the external quality of both for-
eign nations and Indian Tribes. In key 
passages of the Constitution, then, Indi-
an Tribes are framed as being outside the 

Constitution. And, for Indian people, that 
fact has long suggested the importance of a 
third passage, the controlling logic found in 
Article Six–the Supremacy Clause–which 
names three bodies of law as supreme: the 
Constitution itself, the laws passed by Con-
gress, and the treaties negotiated with ex-
ternal political bodies. 

As inherent sovereigns, Native nations 
have for millennia exercised the preroga-
tives of self-government, self-determina-
tion, and self-education within their territo-
rial land base. Settler colonial incursion and 
dispossession have constrained, but not ex-
tinguished Indigenous sovereignty (though 
not for lack of trying). The United States has 
extended its claims over Indigenous peo-
ples–and more than one billion acres of 
land–through a complex interweaving of 
military force, diplomatic negotiation, and 
instruments such as treaties, as well as the 
unilateral assertion of jurisdiction and gov-
ernance through legislation, executive or-
ders, and court rulings.

Some of those rulings effectively estab-
lished a different relationship–not rooted 
in autochthonous Indigenous political au-
tonomy and a concomitant diplomacy, but 
in what has come to be known as the “trust 
relationship.” As a principle of law and na-
tionhood, the trust relationship embodies 
the responsibilities of the federal govern-
ment–as both the taker and the recipient 
of Indian lands–to provide basic services 
to Native people. Many treaties and agree-
ments stipulate educational and health ser-
vices as federal responsibilities to Native 
nations; even when not so stipulated, these 
services are embodied through the trust re-
lationship. 

The legal landscape of trust has been 
muddied by Supreme Court dicta (that is, 
opinion, not ruling) in the case of Cherokee 
Nation v. Georgia (1831), when Chief Justice 
John Marshall, in a burst of legal creativity,  
stated that the relation of Indians to the 
United States “resembles that of a ward to 
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his guardian” (emphasis added).2 A guard-
ian’s powers over a ward are much more ex-
pansive and less constrained by law than the 
powers of a trustee over a beneficiary, and, 
over time, federal powers over Indians have 
frequently developed entirely unchecked.3 
American Indians were consigned to the 
status of wards for nearly a century, from 
Marshall’s convenient articulation of the 
resemblance until Congress passed the Amer-
ican Indian Citizenship Act in 1924, con-
ferring birthright citizenship on all Indi-
ans born within the territorial limits of the 
United States. Quite a few Indians (perhaps 
as many as two-thirds) were already citi-
zens, naturalized through treaty, Congres-
sional legislation, or other mechanisms.4 

For so many Americans–the formerly 
enslaved or the immigrant–citizenship of-
fered a path to civil rights, security, and em-
powerment. And Indian people too have rec-
ognized some of the advantages of U.S. citi-
zenship (access to courts, for example). But 
in two decisions (U.S. v. Sandoval, 1913, and 
U.S. v. Nice, 1916), the U.S. Supreme Court 
also found that, for Indians, citizenship was 
not incompatible with wardship, and all of 
the federal powers and controls concomi-
tant to it. The federal government, as a trust-
ee, styles itself as the theoretical caretaker of 
Native assets and peoples, although, in real-
ity, federal powers have more times than not 
stripped Native lands of resources and Na-
tive peoples of both land and wealth.5

The issue commences with a consider-
ation of the concept of sovereignty: its origins,  
its contested meanings, and the way it po-
sitions American Indian people as unique 
within the political, economic, social, cul-
tural, ethical, and administrative fabric of 
the United States. How did Indian sov-
ereignty emerge historically, even as the 
United States introduced other concepts– 
“domestic dependency,” “guardian-ward” 
relationships, and “plenary power”–that 
worked to limit Indian self-determination? 

Is sovereignty a Western concept, hopelessly  
contaminated by colonialism? Or is it a 
necessary and powerful tool in the service 
of tribal nations, now and in the future? Is 
it an inherent right that predates the U.S. 
Constitution? How might Indian people 
reimagine Indigenous sovereignty in the 
twenty-first century? Heidi Kiiwetinepine-
siik Stark and Kekek Jason Stark frame their 
discussion through a Nenabozho story–an 
Objiwe trickster tale–that illuminates key 
questions: immanency, popular sovereign-
ty, and the constant dialectical assertion and 
resistance surrounding legal and adminis-
trative structures (such as those demanding 
that the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers ad-
equately consult the Standing Rock Sioux 
Tribe). Placing the trickster Nenabozho in 
an ice-fishing shack, Stark and Stark offer 
both a philosophical narrative stressing re-
lationality among living beings, including 
sovereign nations, and a case study ground-
ed in sovereignty struggles involving treaty- 
based Ojibwe fishing rights. 

Paradoxically, the exercise of tribal sov-
ereignty rests, in some measure, on the rec-
ognition of a tribe by the federal govern-
ment. Currently, there are 567 tribes with 
federal recognition, with many others en-
meshed in the complex and difficult process 
of petitioning for acknowledgment; others 
are recognized by states, but not the feder-
al government. Amy Den Ouden’s essay 
tracks a complex history of recognition ef-
forts on the part of the Golden Hill Paugus-
sett Tribe of Connecticut. Focusing on ef-
forts in the early 1970s to navigate both state 
politics and federal recognition, Den Ouden 
reveals the ways in which racialization and 
erasure of the Native fundamentally shaped 
the discussion. Observers questioned Con-
necticut Indians’ “African” looks as some-
how compromising Native political iden-
tity, even as legislators cracked jokes about 
dead Indians and “Indian givers,” and re-
sisted the Paugussett’s bid for federal recog-
nition, which was rejected in 2004, leaving 
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them a state-recognized tribe, a status con-
firmed in a 2009 legal challenge.

Recognition, which rests fundamentally 
on history, reveals a wide range of histori-
cally specific relations among Indian peo-
ples and colonizers. The cases of Alaska and 
Hawai‘i highlight that diversity, while step-
ping out of a purely continental perspective. 
Alaska’s Indigenous peoples survived Rus-
sian colonization (1784) and then watched 
as their lands were “purchased” by the Unit-
ed States in 1867. As Rosita Kaaháni Worl 
and Heather Kendall-Miller suggest, this 
history produced a unique land claim settle-
ment strategy as Alaska moved from territo-
ry to state, and oil producers sought first to 
drill and then to build the Alaska pipeline. 
The settlement laid a new economic and po-
litical form–the Native corporation–over 
Indigenous life and politics. How were the 
Alaska Native peoples to navigate political 
sovereignty over tribal members and land 
and to establish relations with the federal 
government? A complex legal and legisla-
tive history underpins the contemporary re-
lation between the corporation, the tribe, 
and the government, but it confirms both 
sovereign status and trust responsibilities. 

Hawai‘i, as Noelani Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua 
and Bryan Kamaoli Kuwada make clear, is 
the product of a very different kind of colo-
nial, imperial, and Indigenous history, one 
defined only partially by American global,  
mercantile, and military interests, and more  
important, by an ongoing sovereignty not 
readily captured by federal recognition 
practices. Indeed, their essay focuses on a 
2014 Department of Interior plan to cre-
ate a process pathway to federal recogni-
tion for a Native Hawaiian political entity. 
Hundreds of Kānaka Maoli protested, not-
ing the clear distinctions between Native 
America and Native Hawai‘i, and insisting 
on an identity not only ethnic or geograph-
ic, but also national, in ways that demand-
ed connection to the independent King-
dom of Hawai‘i that exercised authority 

for most of the nineteenth century. Using a 
Kanaka Maoli epistemology focused on the 
making of ‘aha, or rope, Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua 
and Kuwada argue for a political vision that 
braids past and present together to gener-
ate a new claim on futurity. In these cases, 
the United States has sought to erase both 
Indigenous peoples’ rights and the nation’s 
concomitant responsibilities to recognize, 
support, and fulfill those rights. 

As Amy Den Ouden’s essay affirms, tribes 
are not racial collectives, but political/legal 
ones, which means that they exercise the 
right to define their own citizenship. Even 
as outsiders frame Indian identities racial-
ly, so too do tribes themselves. One of the 
main ways that tribal citizenship has been 
defined has been through the racial mark-
er of blood, handed down from the Ameri-
can assimilation policies of the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries in the form of 
blood quantum membership requirements. 
“Indian blood” is a metaphorical thing that 
has often taken the concrete form of genea-
logical math. How many quarters or eighths 
or sixteenths blood does one have? What if 
your parents are from two different tribes? 
How much blood do you need to be enrolled 
as a citizen? The advent of genetic testing 
has opened up new questions about identi-
ty and ethics, which are the subject of Nan-
ibaa’ Garrison’s essay. Indigenous peoples’ 
genetic material ends up being coveted by 
researchers, even as new industries offer the 
average person a chance to “prove” Native 
ancestry and thus constitute a particular 
claim to identity, and perhaps even a claim 
on tribal enrollment. In this sense, Garrison 
observes, Indian people are central to con-
temporary bioethical debates that extend 
far beyond the question of tribal member-
ship or research protocol. Garrison’s essay 
highlights the complex interworkings and 
linkages between the social, political, cul-
tural, and genetic nature of Native identity.

This fetish to “be Indian” dates back to 
the founding of the United States, and is 
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visible in the tortured inversions of the 
“one drop rule”: if one drop of African 
blood taints the Whitest person as “Black,” 
then, at the same time, one drop of Indian 
blood will (often happily) make the Whit-
est person “Indian.” That desire to appro-
priate noble Indians has long been paired 
with its opposite: the denigration of Indian 
“savagery,” “backwardness,” and “inabil-
ity.” Contemporary psychological research 
on the connections among culture, institu-
tions, and individuals reveals the cumula-
tive negative effects of such stereotypes, as 
both Indians and non-Indians internalize 
beliefs, constitute identities, and then make 
them material through actions and inter-
actions. And yet, as Arianne Eason, Laura 
Brady, and Stephanie Fryberg argue, the 
same cycles can be changed through con-
centrated interventions. Indian people, 
they suggest, offer a critical point of cen-
trality for the timeless challenge of driving 
cultural change in socially positive ways. 
As stereotyped images linger from the past 
and fuel negative outcomes in the pres-
ent–such as the disproportionate remov-
al of children from Native families–they 
can also be transformed in ways to help pro-
duce Indigenous futures.

Efforts on the part of Indian people to  
drive positive cultural belief systems among 
non-Native Americans invert an earlier 
campaign: that of White Americans to erad-
icate Native language, culture, social prac-
tice, and collective identity. These assimi-
lation policies took shape around military 
power and physical containment on res-
ervations, religious transformation, and a 
boarding school program that brutally sup-
pressed the very notion of Indianness and 
Indigenous systems of education. As Bryan  
McKinley Jones Brayboy and K. Tsianina 
Lomawaima point out, the legacy of that 
schooling practice remains with Indian peo-
ple to this day, often in the form of multi-
generational historical trauma. At the same 

time, however, schooling also helped fos-
ter intertribal solidarities and created new 
conditions for political organizing and cul-
tural reassertion. Today, the possibility for 
education and schooling to be simpatico–
instead of in tension–is more profoundly 
possible. It is the future.

If closing the gap in K–12 education of-
fers a vital goal for Indian Country and 
the United States as a whole, it is also the 
case that tribal colleges have stepped into 
the breach, not simply as educational in-
stitutions, but as cultural and community 
centers and powerful collectives that fuse 
spirituality with institutional structure in 
novel ways. Today, thirty-seven tribal col-
leges and universities effectively serve over 
twenty thousand Native and non-Native 
rural students. As Cheryl Crazy Bull and 
Justin Guillory suggest, the tribal college 
movement indexes a critical expression of 
tribal futurity, offering culture-centered 
training in fields that are locally impor-
tant, educationally traditional, and emer-
gent with new possibilities for Indian cul-
tures and economies. 

Nor are tribal colleges the only institu-
tional locations to be indigenized by Na-
tive peoples. Museums, for example, have 
long offered simplistic representations of 
American Indians, and often served as re-
positories for Indigenous human remains 
and cultural patrimony. Two critical in-
terventions–the founding of the Nation-
al Museum of the American Indian (1989) 
and the passage of the Native American 
Graves Protection and Repatriation Act 
(1990)–helped transform museum prac-
tice today. As Philip J. Deloria suggests, the 
decades that followed that legislation saw 
an explosion of excellent tribal museums 
and an increase in tribal capacity in both 
repatriation and cultural affairs. As the 
National Museum of the American Indi-
an refreshes its permanent galleries over 
the next five years, it will explicitly argue 
for Native peoples’ centrality in the Amer-
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ican story, and insist not only on survival 
narratives, but also on Indigenous futurity.

In that future, Indian people face many 
challenges, including the long-standing is-
sue of health and wellness of tribal mem-
bers. As Mark Trahant recounts, the federal 
obligation to Indian health care has its ori-
gins in treaties, most of which provided for 
doctors and, in some cases, hospital care. A 
long history of poor performance, lack of 
funding, and socioeconomic inequity has 
produced significant health disparities be-
tween Native and other populations. And 
yet, as Trahant argues, in the years follow-
ing the 1976 passage of the Indian Health 
Care Improvement Act, the Indian Health 
Service has closed a substantial number of 
health disparity gaps. One major feature 
in that success has been contracting out to 
tribal service providers. Trahant observes 
that, precisely because they are still under-
funded, many of the successful operations 
under the Indian Health Service actually 
offer prototypes for thinking about new 
forms of service delivery at a lower cost. 
In dealing with chronic underfunding, the 
Indian Health Service may find itself in a 
leadership role.

Indian people have long histories of lead-
ership. As Gary Sandefur and Philip J. De-
loria suggest, White Americans have often 
misread that history in terms of military 
resistance, creating a kind of “great man” 
understanding of Indian history. Leader-
ship, Sandefur and Deloria argue, has been 
far more diverse: it has included women in 
important ways, flowed through colonial 
institutions such as the church, and tak-
en shape in both local-tribal contexts and 
national intertribal organizations. Indi-
an leadership has been adaptive, even as it 
has served as an important location for per-
sistent assertions of cultural autonomy and 
self-determination. Like health services 
delivery, Indian leadership has not been 
without challenges, but it has also offered 
important models for the United States, a 

nation fixated on leadership education that 
sometimes struggles to produce effective 
and ethical leaders.

Likewise, as Kyle Whyte suggests, Indian 
people offer both knowledge and leadership 
in understanding and addressing environ-
mental crises. Whyte surveys a wide range 
of literature to identify an emergent field of 
Indigenous Environmental Science Studies 
(iess) that seeks to take seriously the rela-
tionality, spirituality, and Traditional En-
vironmental Knowledge (tek). Whyte ar-
gues that Indigenous knowledge is science 
and has functioned as such in both past and 
present. But his is not an essentialist claim 
to privilege the Indigenous. For Whyte, the 
dialectical partnership between tek and 
mainstream science offers the most po-
tential for Native and non-Native futures 
in the face of climate change and ecolog-
ical disaster.

Megan Bang, Ananda Marin, and Doug-
las Medin insist on a plurality of sciences, in 
ways that question the singular hegemony 
of Western science and make room for In-
digenous sciences as both a powerful prac-
tice of knowledge-making in its own right 
and an important partner in a multisided 
scientific exchange of knowledge. And yet, 
the authors insist on a reciprocal and ethi-
cal relationship. It is not simply the case that 
Indigenous knowledge ought to be available 
to the full sweep of science; too often that 
has meant appropriation and new practic-
es of colonial domination. Indigenous peo-
ples insist that they will stand with the sci-
ences, particularly in our moment of plane-
tary crisis. They would simply like to know 
that scientists from all disciplines will stand 
with them as well. 

If American Indian people–alive, active, 
and innovative in the present moment–of-
fer possibilities to others in terms of polit-
ical movements, representational politics, 
the production of scientific knowledge, the 
ethics of bioscience, and the management 
of institutions, it is also the case that main-
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taining self-determining tribal vitality and 
identity remains the key priority in Indi-
an Country. Perhaps nowhere is that pri-
ority so challenged and so rich with possi-
bility as in the question of language preser-
vation and awakening. As Teresa McCarty, 
Sheilah Nicholas, Kari Chew, Natalie Diaz, 
Wesley Leonard, and Louellyn White argue, 
language reclamation fuses pasts, presents, 
and futures, even as it refuses colonizing 
imperatives for assimilation and disappear-
ance. Language, they suggest, is central to 
individual and community well-being and 
sustainability, and to the larger claim to so-
cial justice. To that end, language repatria-
tion will be one of the most significant goals 
for the Indigenous future.

The claim to social justice is central to the 
essays in this issue, as is the relation among 
past, present, and future. The United States 
has struggled to turn from old master narra-
tives to new histories relevant to its present 
and future. In those old stories, Indians nec-
essarily had to disappear. For the Puritans 
to found a City on the Hill–a story often 
framed as an American claim to religious 
freedom–Indians had to die, leaving their 
food and land behind; their disappearance 
was a sign from God. In the story of frontier 
settlement, Indians became part of nature, 
fleeing westward and then just vanishing, 
according to some conveniently imagined 
“law of nature.” In the story of Europe-
an immigration, Indians were already as-
sumed to be gone, their land simply avail-
able. In stories of the Civil War, Americans 
ignored Indians altogether, focused on the 
White-on-White bloodletting that would 
redeem the original sin of slavery. And even 
in the great contemporary counternarra-
tive of African American struggles to move 
from slavery to freedom to civil rights, In-
dian histories and peoples find little trac-
tion. Americans don’t tend to tell stories in 
ways that leave room for Indian people. In-
deed, the nation has, in many ways, come to 

see slavery as America’s primary–or per-
haps only–original sin, and national con-
versations on race, inequity, and the hurts 
of history tend to occur around a Black/
White binary. But slavery required the tak-
ing of Indigenous land and the removal of 
Indigenous people. The United States was 
founded on dispossession. The stories of 
settler colonial conquest and slavery are in-
terrelated and inextricable, and we should 
never forget it.

Land lies forever at the heart of Amer-
ica’s problem with Indians. The United 
States and the American dream–of free-
dom, democracy, a divine mandate to lead 
the world–are built on Indian land. Even by 
U.S. standards of law (often transparently 
self-serving), the history of “title transfer” 
for too much of that land has a rotten smell. 
It would be so much easier for the nation to 
congratulate itself if its claims to its territo-
rial land base were more secure. 

And so American settlement histories are 
of necessity deeply ideological. They frame 
Indian peoples around two distinct modes 
of disappearance: Indians can simply die or 
vanish; or they can assimilate into America, 
disappearing as distinct peoples into some 
vast melting pot. Americans have worked 
hard to bring both visions to pass. But in ev-
ery one of those narratives, Indian people 
have been present differently, always con-
testing a colonization that aimed not (only) 
to extract resources but to plunder Indian 
lands; to colonize, settle, and then forget 
and move on. And so Indigenous politics is 
not about claiming civil rights through the 
mechanism of the American state. Rather, 
it is about preserving and operationalizing 
tribal distinctiveness and autonomy, as con-
stituted through American law in the form 
of the Constitution and the treaties, and 
holding the nation to its obligations, em-
bodied in the form of trust relationships. 

American Indian people make up a small 
percentage of the population of the United 
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States, and it is easy to ignore them. This, our 
contributors suggest, is a tremendous mis-
take. Because of the distinct history of In-
dian people and their persistent survival– 
they are not going anywhere!–Indian peo-
ples are central to the ways in which we 
need to think about the collective future. 
Indians may often appear marginal in re-
lation to courts, Congress, and academ-
ic legal education, for example, but their 
unique legal and political status is critical 
to understanding wider issues of law and 
policy. Centering Indians in discussions of 
constitutionality, education and training, 
and actual jurisprudence will lead to under-
standing issues in new ways. Centering In-
dians in considerations of land claims and 
stewardship will cause non-Native anxiety 
levels to rise–in productive ways. And so 
with conversations about race, bioethics, 
environment, education, health care, gov-
ernance, and more.

The point is not so much that Indigenous 
perspectives need to be included in the gen-
eral politics of knowledge (though that is 
true); rather it is that the Indigenous itself is 
generative of that knowledge, not peripher-
al to it. Indigenous studies is not just about 
Indigenous people. It’s also about ways of 
seeing and investigating the world that 
have proven central. The challenge for non- 
Native people lies in escaping the bad habit 
of viewing Indigenous people as relics of the 
past. And yet, it’s not enough–as has been 
demonstrated any number of times–for 
Indigenous people to be content with the 

shout “We are still here!” Even that impor-
tant statement about survival and the pres-
ent connotes bedraggled refugees from the 
past, dragging the archaic along with them 
into an ill-fitting present. Better to think 
about the ways that Indian people can con-
tribute to a still-forming future. 

We can imagine a future when the United 
States and its citizens commit to grappling 
with fundamental questions: What does 
it mean to live on Indian land? What does 
it mean that Indian people are still here? 
Moral, legal, ethical, and social issues and 
debates tumble out of those questions. 
But we can also imagine a nation and a cit-
izenry strong enough to engage with these 
questions, strong enough to respect Native 
nations as inherent sovereigns, and strong 
enough to confront the mythologies and 
stereotypes that sustain a sense of national 
(and White) privilege and entitlement to ev-
erything that has been built on Indian land. 
If we can imagine that, we can also imag-
ine a nation and a citizenry strong enough 
to face up to its history: the intertwined 
sin of enslavement and the legacies of im-
migration, exclusion, and racism. We can 
imagine a nation strong enough to grapple 
with the very definitions of citizenry: Who 
is included? Who is excluded? Why, and 
when, and how? We can imagine an inclu-
sive nation bold enough to build a future on 
a complicated and painful past. In this task, 
one could do worse than to look to Ameri-
can Indian nations and Native institutions 
for inspiration and ideas.
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Nenabozho Goes Fishing:  
A Sovereignty Story

Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark & Kekek Jason Stark

Abstract: In this essay, we present a brief genealogy of sovereignty, outlining debates about the term itself as 
well as the challenging legal terrain facing Indigenous nations’ assertions of sovereignty today. We draw on 
the experiences of the Lake Superior and Mississippi Bands of Ojibwe for examples of how sovereignty has 
been debated and defined, from treaty-making practices establishing a political relationship with the Unit-
ed States to subsequent struggles for recognition of Ojibwe sovereign authority accorded in those same trea-
ties. We find that the courts and Congress have oscillated between protecting and diminishing Indigenous 
nations’ ability to exercise sovereignty. We argue for a return to the relational paradigm used by the Ojib-
we in their treaty-making as a remedy for the damage done by the courts and by Congress. Rather than a 
rights-based approach to sovereignty, a relational paradigm foregrounds responsibilities to one another and 
to creation, which sustains us all. 

Nenabozho cut a hole in the ice. Placing his decoy 
into the water, he reflected on the stories of his elders, 
stories that detailed times of deprivation and strug-
gle. In those times, the animals, fish, and plants es-
tablished relationships with the Ojibwe, giving their 
bodies to sustain the people. Nenabozho remem-
bered the suckerfish who gave their lives to ensure 
the Ojibwe would survive the harsh winter. The Ojib-
we fondly refer to February as the Suckerfish Moon 
to remember and honor this relationship. 

Sitting in the ice shack, Nenabozho considered 
the leaders who came before him. His ancestors car-
ried stories and treaty relationships with them as 
they traversed creation. They fulfilled their obliga-
tions and responsibilities to creation, offering to-
bacco and petitioning the animals, fish, and plants 
to take pity on them and give their bodies to sus-
tain the people. The Ojibwe understood the world 
as deeply interconnected and drew on relational par-
adigms to account for their responsibilities to cre-
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ation and one another. Importantly, they 
taught these practices to their children and 
grandchildren, who in turn passed these tra-
ditions on to future generations, ensuring 
Nenabozho and his brother would know 
how to meaningfully enact their treaty com-
mitments with creation.1 

Nenabozho and his brother grew up hear-
ing the elders speak of their responsibilities 
to creation, noting that these obligations 
were also enshrined in treaties with the 
newcomers to this land.2 His ancestors had 
ensured the Ojibwe would be able to con-
tinue the fulfillment of their responsibili-
ties to creation while also making space for 
the newcomers to come into these same re-
lationships with the land, water, flora, and 
fauna. Nenabozho contemplated these his-
toric treaties. He knew his and his brother’s 
right to fish had been protected in the 1837 
treaty with the United States.3 While his el-
ders spoke of the 1837 and 1842 treaties as 
agreements to share the land, he was con-
cerned that the United States interpreted 
these treaties differently, as land cessions.

Nenabozho scoffed at the idea that the 
Ojibwe could sell their territories. He knew 
these lands were an inheritance from the 
Creator, a point Ojibwe leaders asserted 
as they negotiated treaties with the new-
comers. As the last of creation to be placed 
on the land, Nenabozho understood that 
his relationships with the land, water, an-
imals, and plants (all of whom preceded 
the Ojibwe) regulated how he could move 
through and interact with creation.4 Nen-
abozho knew he was thoroughly entangled 
in Ojibwe law. 

“But what animates this law?” he won-
dered. Nenabozho again contemplated his 
elders’ words about the Creator and cre-
ation. He was thankful that his ancestors 
had stressed the importance of living their 
responsibilities through their everyday in-
teractions with creation. Nenabozho was 
grateful that his ancestors’ words had been 
captured, to a certain degree, in their trea-

ties with the United States. Article 5 of the  
1837 Treaty declared: “the privilege of hunt-
ing, fishing, and gathering the wild rice, 
upon the lands, the rivers and the lakes in-
cluding in the territory ceded, is guaranteed 
to the Indians, during the pleasure of the 
President of the United States.”5 

But so much had changed since these 
words were written on parchment in 1837. 
Ojibwe enactment of their sovereign au-
thority to hunt, fish, and gather increasing-
ly provoked settler resistance, and Ojibwe 
were frequently arrested or had their gear 
confiscated when they hunted, fished, or 
gathered outside reservation boundaries.

Suddenly Nenabozho heard footsteps on 
the ice. Fear rose up in him when his gaze 
met the state game warden–but so too did 
excitement. For Nenabozho had achieved 
what he had set out to do. He had made sure 
to cross the imaginary line across the lake 
that marked the boundary of the reserva-
tion and sought to contain the Ojibwe peo-
ple’s relationship with creation. Technical-
ly, he was on contested waters, territory his 
ancestors had opened up to the newcom-
ers. But he remembered that the treaties 
also protected Ojibwes’ right to live on and 
with the land as they always had.

In this moment, Nenabozho did not in-
tend to petition the fish to honor their trea-
ties with the Ojibwe–he was not out to 
catch anything. He was fishing to assert his 
sovereignty and to remind the newcomers 
how to honor their responsibilities and ob-
ligations to the Ojibwe. Nenabozho hand-
ed the state game warden a copy of the 1837 
treaty and, when the warden failed to ac-
knowledge it, he accepted his citation. He 
knew he had the legal test case needed to 
bring the newcomers back to the treaty ta-
ble, even if this time the meeting would take 
place in a courtroom.6

Ojibwe have numerous stories of Nen-
abozho, which recount his movements 
across Ojibwe country and detail the en-



147 (2)  Spring 2018 19

Heidi Kiiwet-
inepinesiik 
Stark & 
Kekek Jason 
Stark

during marks he left on the landscape and 
on those he encountered.7 Whether de-
scribing particular animals whose features 
were transformed or land that was molded 
anew, the stories teach us that we live in a 
deeply interconnected world. And the Ojib-
we continue to bring new Nenabozho sto-
ries to fruition, through ongoing interac-
tions with creation, one another, and the 
state. Nenabozho Goes Fishing is one of these 
stories. It details the heroic efforts of two 
brothers of the Lac Courte Oreilles Band 
of Ojibwe in their fight to protect their 
right to fish in 1974. The brothers, Fred and 
Mike Tribble, drew strength from their rel-
atives and stood up against the tidal wave 
of state law imposed on their people, con-
travening the historic 1837 and 1842 trea-
ties with the United States. They went to 
Chief Lake to fish off-reservation, to chal-
lenge that body of state law. The Tribble 
brothers were charged and found guilty by 
the state of Wisconsin of taking fish off- 
reservation, possessing a spear, and occupy-
ing a fishing shanty without a state permit.

The aftermath of this historic event was 
aptly named the “Walleye Wars.”8 The Lac 
Courte Oreilles Band of Ojibwe (Chippe-
wa) filed charges against the Secretary of 
the Wisconsin Department of Natural 
Resources, Lester Voigt, challenging the 
state’s authority to regulate the Tribbles’ 
hunting and fishing off the reservation. 
This defense of Ojibwe treaty rights re-
sulted in the 1983 Lac Courte Oreilles v. Wis-
consin (Voigt) decision, which upheld Ojib-
we rights to hunt, fish, and gather in their 
treaty territories. Litigation regarding the 
scope and form of these treaty rights con-
tinued until 1991, when U.S. District Court 
Judge Barbara Crabb ruled that the Ojib-
we nations party to the 1837 and 1842 trea-
ties had regulatory authority over their cit-
izens’ exercise of treaty rights.9 But Judge 
Crabb tempered this regulatory authori-
ty, determining that the state also main-
tained regulatory authority over its citi-

zens’ hunting, fishing, and gathering prac-
tices. Thus, tribes and the state would need 
to work together to ensure the protection 
of natural resources. 

As a result, Ojibwe tribes and the state 
collaborate on setting hunting and fishing 
quotas in accordance with Judge Crabb’s 
rulings. Yet each party regulates when and 
how their citizens can fill this quota. Fol-
lowing the recognition of their treaty rights, 
the Ojibwe increasingly exercised their 
long-standing spearfishing practices, fish-
ing out of season and using methods the 
state prohibits its own citizens from em-
ploying. They did so in the face of extreme 
local and regional discontent among sports 
fishermen and resort owners opposed to 
Ojibwe spearfishing, an opposition that 
erupted into violent attacks against the 
Ojibwe.10 These protests began to subside 
in the 1990s, due largely to additional legal 
protections put in place to protect Ojibwe 
hunters and an extensive education move-
ment. This movement sought to inform the 
broader public about treaty rights and to 
correct misconceptions about the impacts 
of spearfishing on the walleye population. 
It was based on joint studies carried out by 
the Lake Superior Bands, the Great Lakes 
Indian Fish and Wildlife Commission, the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs, the United States 
Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Wiscon-
sin Department of Natural Resources. 

This kind of confusion about and misper-
ception of treaty rights is hardly restricted 
to fishing and hunting. Indeed, the broader 
American public has little knowledge of In-
digenous nations’ sovereign authority and 
political status, whether it is expressed in 
the exercise of out-of-season fishing or in 
the operation of casinos. Americans con-
tinue to mistake the nature of Indigenous 
nations’ educational benefits, tax status, 
and licensing authority. These distinct po-
litical and legal rights are grounded in sov-
ereignty. Yet sovereignty is usually misun-
derstood. The courts and Congress have 
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only added to this confusion, for they have 
taken inconsistent, seemingly contradicto-
ry positions on the sovereign authority of 
Indigenous nations, often while simultane-
ously bolstering U.S. sovereignty. 

Indigenous nations exercised sovereign 
authority long before European arrival. In-
digenous political and legal traditions reg-
ulated internal matters and established and 
renewed political, social, and economic al-
liances with other Indigenous nations. In-
digenous nations continued these practices 
with European nations, establishing new al-
liances while seeking to protect their lands 
and resources. The United States followed 
the traditions of their European predeces-
sors, entering into over four hundred trea-
ties with Indigenous nations, over half of 
which remain in legal force today.11 Indig-
enous nations point to the treaties’ double 
meanings: they clearly recognize Indige-
nous inherent sovereignty, as treaties are by 
definition agreements between two or more 
sovereigns, and express the political com-
mitments made by the United States to their 
Indigenous treaty partners. Shifting federal 
Indian policies and law, however, have com-
plicated the ways in which Indigenous na-
tions are able to exercise sovereignty.

As U.S. settlement expanded westward, 
often outpacing treaty-making, the feder-
al government struggled to control its cit-
izens and keep individual states from en-
croaching on Indigenous lands and polit-
ical authority. Indigenous resistance took 
many forms. Nations blocked access to their 
territories, taxed and fined trespassers, and 
called for the government to (re)negotiate 
treaties. Indigenous leaders simultaneously 
pursued U.S. legal channels in the hope that 
the federal government would restrain state 
powers and individual citizens who violated 
the treaties. For example, the Cherokee Na-
tion sought an injunction against the state of 
Georgia for violating U.S.-Cherokee treaties 
and the 1827 Cherokee Constitution by as-

serting jurisdiction over Cherokee lands and 
people within state borders. Chief Justice 
John Marshall determined that the Court 
had no jurisdiction under Article III of the 
Constitution, arguing that tribes were nei-
ther states nor foreign nations. He described 
the Cherokee, instead, as a “domestic- 
dependent nation” whose relationship 
with the United States resembled that of a 
ward to its guardian.12 In Cherokee Nation v. 
Georgia, he determined that the Cherokee, 
in placing themselves “under the protec-
tion” of the United States in their treaty, 
are dependent nations; because their terri-
tories fall within the United States’ borders, 
they are also domestic nations. However, he 
noted that this protection also created a 
“trust responsibility” for the United States. 
This trust relationship has at times afford-
ed protections for Indigenous nations–
largely from the abuses of states–but has 
also empowered Congress to unilaterally 
impose legislation “in the best interest of 
tribes” and the courts to render decisions 
that have eroded Indigenous nations’ abil-
ities to exercise their sovereign authority to 
the fullest extent. 

One year after Cherokee Nation v. Georgia,  
in 1832, Chief Justice Marshall again ad-
dressed the political status of the Chero-
kee, this time describing the Cherokee na-
tion quite differently, as “a distinct political 
community, having territorial boundar-
ies within which their authority is exclu-
sive.”13 Marshall found that Georgia laws 
had no force in Cherokee country. While 
seemingly contradicting his opinion of one 
year earlier, the distinction in his framing of 
Indigenous political status spoke more to 
his concerns about federalism than it did to 
his views of the sovereign authority of In-
digenous nations. In Cherokee Nation, Mar-
shall was intent on articulating federal su-
premacy over Indigenous nations, thus fo-
cusing his attention on Indigenous nations’  
“domestic-dependent” status. Federal su-
premacy was key to keeping his 1823 land-
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mark Indian title case, Johnson v. McIntosh, 
intact. In that case, he asserted federal su-
premacy over Indigenous lands in contra-
vention to individual states, in the process 
creatively framing Indigenous nations as 
having a “mere right of occupancy” to their 
lands in order to ensure that federal land 
grants executed prior to the extinguishment 
of Indian title would remain in force. In ef-
fect, Marshall had sought to make legal the 
United States’ self-proclaimed sovereign-
ty over lands they had acquired neither by 
consent nor conquest. In this framing, U.S. 
sovereignty was not unbridled, but merely 
entailed a preemptive right of purchase over 
Indigenous lands vis-à-vis other European 
nations. Marshall was clear to note that U.S. 
title to the lands was “burdened” by Indian 
title and contingent on Indigenous nations 
consenting to “extinguish” their rights of 
occupancy via treaties. 

In the 1832 case Worcester v. Georgia, Mar-
shall turned his attention to the assertion 
of federal supremacy over the states, re-
minding the states that they had no au-
thority over Indigenous lands and peoples 
and that the U.S. relationship with tribal 
nations was a federal matter. He also used 
this moment to expand on his earlier de-
cisions, in many ways to qualify the pow-
ers acquired by European nations under 
the doctrine of discovery. He also sought to 
clarify the powers Indigenous nations re-
tained, despite having placed themselves 
under the protection of the United States. 
He noted that the political authority of In-
digenous nations was not impaired by the 
fact that they had placed themselves under 
such protection. 

In his efforts to bolster and solidify U.S. 
sovereignty, Marshall issued contradictory 
decisions on the political status of Indige-
nous nations, enabling the United States to 
oscillate among varied positions: one pos-
iting that Indigenous nations retain all in-
herent sovereign authority not expressly re-
linquished in their treaties with the United 

States, and another proclaiming that Indig-
enous nations’ political authority is subor-
dinate to their “dependent” status and can 
be stripped if “inconsistent” with this sta-
tus. These landmark cases became the foun-
dation of the tribal sovereignty doctrine. This 
doctrine is further complicated by the twin 
doctrines of plenary power (detailed below) 
and trust, which have been employed by the 
United States to superintend the welfare of 
Indigenous peoples, with often devastating 
results for Indigenous nations in their ex-
ercise of sovereignty. These distinct and 
sometimes contradictory doctrines create 
a quagmire of federal Indian law that pro-
vides little clarity in efforts to understand 
Indigenous sovereignty. 

Sovereignty is the most critical force an-
imating a nation. However, the concept of 
sovereignty is difficult to define, both in 
the wake of shifting U.S. policies and laws 
and as globalization has illuminated the 
porous nature of state borders and exposed 
the fallacy of sovereignty as supreme and 
absolute. It is nearly impossible today to 
envision a nation whose sovereignty is not 
limited by its relationships and responsi-
bilities, both internally to its own citizens 
and externally to its diplomatic allies.14 In-
deed, the cases detailed above place con-
siderable emphasis on the limitations of 
both U.S. and Indigenous political author-
ity precisely because of their relationships 
and responsibilities to one another. Fur-
ther, our understandings of sovereignty 
have been transformed and reoriented by 
the changing conditions and characteris-
tics of the nations that have employed the 
term.15 Although the term is often attribut-
ed to the Westphalian state system derived 
from European theological and political 
discourse, it describes at its core the in-
trinsic political authority that enables the 
self-governance of all nations. 16 

Different social contexts generate a mul-
titude of meanings of the term “sovereign-
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ty.”17 A central variable common to many 
definitions is sovereignty’s inherent pres-
ence.18 Sovereignty cannot be granted to a 
people; rather, it derives from the collec-
tive will of the community–an important 
point contradicting U.S. claims that “trib-
al sovereignty” is necessarily constrained, 
incomplete, or dependent on U.S. grants 
of authority.19 Chickasaw scholar Amanda 
Cobb argues that “at base, sovereignty is a 
nation’s power to self-govern, to determine 
its own way of life, and to live that life–to 
whatever extent possible–free from inter-
ference.”20 She emphasizes an Indigenous 
understanding of sovereignty as a people’s 
right to live in accordance with their own 
political and legal traditions.21 Lumbee po-
litical scholar David Wilkins similarly as-
serts that “tribal sovereignty is the intan-
gible and dynamic cultural force inherent 
in a given indigenous community, empow-
ering that body toward the sustaining and 
enhancement of political, economic, and 
cultural integrity.”22 

The legal and conceptual complications 
surrounding sovereignty speak to the term’s 
power and the battles that inevitably ensue 
when it is asserted.23 Sovereignty is con-
tested among Western political thinkers. 
It is contested between American Indians 
and the U.S. government. It should there-
fore come as no surprise that sovereignty is 
also contested among Indigenous scholars 
and activists. The term began to dominate 
Indigenous political discourse in the mid-
1960s and has remained prevalent and pow-
erful. But sovereignty is not without Indig-
enous critique: some scholars question the 
use of the term altogether. Taiaiake Alfred 
asserts that the United States’ and Canada’s 
positions on Indigenous nations’ sovereign-
ty vary depending on context: sometimes 
they flatly deny it, and sometimes they the-
oretically accept it within a framework of 
federal Indian law that works to subjugate 
Indigenous political authority.24 Alfred re-
minds us that the “actual history of our plu-

ral existence has been erased by the narrow 
fictions of a single sovereignty. Controlling, 
universalizing, and assimilating, these fic-
tions have been imposed in the form of law 
on weakened but resistant and remember-
ing peoples.”25 Alfred critiques sovereign-
ty for its alliance with Enlightenment the-
ory, which weds sovereignty with suprem-
acy, coercion, and homogeneity. 

The history of American Indians’ pursuit 
of sovereignty within the American polit-
ical system has been marked by both coer-
cion and assertions of American suprem-
acy. Though the United States continued 
to sign executive agreements with Indige-
nous nations into the early twentieth cen-
tury, Congress effectively brought an end to 
treaty-making with tribes in 1871, making a 
significant shift away from negotiation to 
unilateral imposition of legislation and ad-
ministrative oversight. By the 1880s, Con-
gress aggressively moved to assimilate In-
digenous peoples–to transform them and 
thus disappear their sovereignty. Allot-
ment policies privatized Indigenous com-
munal land holdings, resulting in an addi-
tional loss of 90 million acres of land.26 In-
digenous political authority was further 
undermined by the dismantling of Indig-
enous families: boarding schools separat-
ed Indigenous children from families and 
communities and attempted to “American-
ize” children by stripping them of heritage 
cultures, languages, and traditions. 

Despite these assaults, Indigenous na-
tions fought to protect their sovereignty.  
Some turned inward, ensuring that the 
philosophies, traditions, and languages that 
give meaning to Indigenous legal and polit-
ical traditions remained intact in the face of 
legislative assaults and rapid encroachment 
on Indigenous lands. Others turned to the 
courts again and again to call on the United 
States to honor treaties recognizing the sov-
ereign authority of Indigenous nations over 
their lands and citizenry. Indeed, the courts 
were provided ample opportunity to define 
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the contours of Indigenous nations’ sover-
eignty. The Supreme Court upheld tribal 
sovereignty in Ex Parte Crow Dog (1883), for 
example, recognizing tribal nations’ crim-
inal jurisdiction over crimes committed by 
one Native person against another within 
Indian Country. But in the final sentences of 
this decision, the Court noted that it could 
only depart from this treaty-protected au-
thority if Congress made a clear expression 
of intent.27 

Taking the cue, Congress passed the Ma-
jor Crimes Act one year later, granting fed-
eral criminal jurisdiction over Indigenous 
peoples within Indian Country. Indige-
nous nations protested this violation of 
their treaties. Instead of providing protec-
tion, the Court authorized Congression-
al powers over Indigenous nations. This 
birthed the legal doctrine known as plena-
ry power by asserting that “the power of the 
General Government over these remnants 
of a race once powerful, now weak and di-
minished in numbers, is necessary to their 
protection, as well as to the safety of those 
among whom they dwell.” Plenary power 
was expanded again in 1903 to support Con-
gressional legislation, even if it directly vio-
lated treaty provisions.28 These cases gave 
rise to the assertions that Congress had not 
just exclusive authority over Indigenous na-
tions–a constitutionally supported claim–
but also unlimited and absolute authority 
over Indigenous nations, despite the lack 
of constitutional support for this argument. 

The tribal sovereignty and plenary power 
doctrines have placed tribal nations in a le-
gal bind. The courts have protected tribes’ 
sovereignty by recognizing that Indigenous 
law is not beholden to the U.S. Constitu-
tion,29 by recognizing that tribal nations re-
tain the authority to define their own citi-
zenship, and by accepting that employment 
preferences in Bureau of Indian Affairs hir-
ing are consistent with Indigenous peoples’ 
unique legal status.30 Congress has also re-
stored some aspects of Indigenous sover-

eign authority that had been stripped by the 
courts.31 Nonetheless, the corpus of feder-
al Indian law developed after the landmark 
Cherokee cases has created more confusion 
than clarity about Indigenous nations’ po-
litical authority, complicating the meaning 
and exercise of sovereignty for Indigenous 
nations, the federal government, and states. 

Indigenous nations have continually  
pressed for recognition of their sovereign-
ty and protection of their treaty rights. 
Those nations include the Lake Superior 
and Mississippi Bands of Ojibwe–which 
takes us back to the Nenabozho story that 
opens this essay. In it, two brothers dropped 
their decoy through a hole in the ice out-
side reservation boundaries and invited ar-
rest, because their ancestors had protected 
their right to do so in treaties with the Unit-
ed States. The courts upheld Ojibwe treaty 
rights first in the Lac Courte Oreilles v. Wiscon-
sin (Voigt) decisions in Wisconsin and sub-
sequently in the 1999 Minnesota v. Mille Lacs 
decisions, in which the Supreme Court af-
firmed that treaty rights had not been ex-
tinguished. These were important victories. 
But such tribal interests were upheld in only 
five of twenty-eight Supreme Court cases 
heard between 1991 and 2000.32 Thus, many 
Indigenous nations, including the Ojibwe, 
have sought other arenas in which to exer-
cise and protect sovereign authority. 

Following the Voigt decisions, the Lake 
Superior Ojibwe Bands created an inter-
tribal natural resource management and 
regulatory agency, the Great Lakes Indian 
Fish and Wildlife Commission (glifwc),  
to conserve and manage the Tribes’ treaty- 
protected natural resources, protect the 
habitats and ecosystems that support those 
resources, develop and enhance institu-
tions of tribal self-governance, and pre-
serve Ojibwe traditional and cultural pur-
suits. In these pursuits, the glifwc has 
effectively utilized Memorandums of Un-
derstanding (mous) to negotiate and col-
laborate with various municipalities, fed-



24 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Nenabozho 
Goes Fishing: 
A Sovereignty 

Story

eral agencies, and service providers. For 
example, 2018 will mark the twentieth an-
niversary of an mou regarding Tribal–
usda Forest Service Relations on Nation-
al Forest Lands within the “ceded” territo-
ries of the 1836, 1837, and 1842 treaties. This 
mutually beneficial agreement facilitates 
cooperation among the tribes and the For-
est Service while enabling the Forest Ser-
vice to better meet federal trust obligations 
to the Lake Superior Ojibwe Bands. The 
mou has been recognized at the region-
al and national levels for “its innovations 
and effectiveness at advancing relations be-
tween the Forest Service and the tribes,”33 
demonstrating that localized negotiations 
and collaborations may represent a better 
stage for sovereignty struggles than con-
tentious litigation, which has produced 
wildly contradictory positions on the sov-
ereign authority of Indigenous nations.34 
Nonetheless, one thing is clear: wheth-
er in negotiation, collaboration, or litiga-
tion, sovereignty remains a central issue in 
Indigenous-state relations. 

For Indigenous nations, sovereignty an-
imates relationships: relationships with 
the land, water, animals, and plants; and 
relationships with one another. When en-
croaching federal and state authorities 
have harmed the relationships among In-
digenous lands and citizens, Indigenous 
nations have turned to the courts. Indige-

nous leaders remain hopeful, however, that 
we can move away from contentious litiga-
tion and limiting legislation and return to 
negotiation to build and renew mutually 
beneficial relationships. 

That, indeed, is the lesson of Nenabozho 
Goes Fishing. When he cut his hole in the ice, 
dropped his decoy in the water, and invited 
the game warden to arrest him, Nenabozho 
meant to use the courts to establish recogni-
tion of a particular aspect of Ojibwe sover-
eignty–the right to fish–as guaranteed and 
protected in the 1837 treaty, an agreement 
between two sovereigns entailing rights for 
both. But Nenabozho was also simply fish-
ing, thinking as he did of the larger world 
of relationships outside the world of courts 
and congresses, instead focusing on a rela-
tionship of laws and ethics and right behav-
ior toward one another. He wanted us not 
to focus on who had authority to make deci-
sions, but instead to consider how we might 
act.35 He hoped to bring forward the older 
ways of relating to one another that were 
built into the early treaties with creation. 
He imagined a relationship that focuses not 
on the rights retained or attained via trea-
ties, but rather on the responsibilities and 
duties we have to one another and to cre-
ation.36 These are the relationships Indige-
nous people want with other sovereign po-
litical entities–relationships oriented to-
ward a mutual future.
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Recognition, Antiracism & Indigenous  
Futures: A View from Connecticut

Amy E. Den Ouden

Abstract: This essay is offered as a tribute to Golden Hill Paugussett Chief Big Eagle and his defiance of the 
entrenched racism to which his tribal community has been subjected. I situate this analysis in Connecticut 
in the early 1970s at a moment of particular historical significance in tribal nations’ centuries-long strug-
gles to assert their sovereignty, defend reservation lands, and ensure their futures. I analyze how the ra-
cialization of Native peoples in Connecticut informed the state’s management of “Indian affairs” in this 
period and argue that the virulent racism of the state’s antirecognition policy in the late twentieth century 
reflects a long history of institutionally embedded racist policies and practices. In this essay, I call for po-
litically engaged, antiracist research that is concerned with understanding the complexities of tribal sov-
ereignty asserted in local contexts in which governmental control of Indian affairs reproduces and vali-
dates White-supremacist ideology. 

Chief Big Eagle (Aurelius H. Piper, Sr.) died in Au-
gust of 2008 on the one-quarter-acre reservation of 
the Golden Hill Paugussett Tribe in Trumbull, Con-
necticut. He was ninety-two and had been the Pau-
gussetts’ hereditary tribal leader for over four de-
cades. Those who knew him likely remember him 
as a force for justice who spoke in unvarnished terms 
about Native people’s everyday experiences of op-
pression and racism in Connecticut.1 His fight for the 
future of his tribal nation drew broad public atten-
tion in the mid-1970s, well before federal acknowl-
edgment petitions and tribally owned casinos be-
came the focus of racist hostility in southern New En-
gland.2 In March 1974, The New York Times published 
an interview with Chief Big Eagle entitled “Connecti-
cut Indians Act to Reclaim Reservation,” which de-
tailed the Paugussetts’ legal effort to reclaim nine-
teen and three-fourths acres of historical reservation 
land of which they had been wrongfully dispossessed. 
Those among the Times’ national readership who had 
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followed media coverage of Indian activ-
ism at Alcatraz and Wounded Knee may 
not have imagined Connecticut as a site 
of Indian resistance (or even, perhaps, of 
living Indian people). Yet in this article, 
the Times directed wider public attention 
to the Chief of “the 100-member Golden 
Hill Tribe” defending “the nation’s small-
est reservation,” and asserting the Tribe’s 
rights to other Paugussett ancestral lands.3 
In their essential study of the Indian resis-
tance movement of the 1960s and 1970s, 
Paul Chaat Smith and Robert Allen War-
rior write that when Indians of All Tribes 
occupied Alcatraz Island in November of 
1969, the press recognized it as “history in 
the making.” The Times depicted the Pau-
gussetts’ land rights struggle in a similar 
light. Accompanying the article was a strik-
ing photograph of Chief Big Eagle sitting on 
a tree stump in front of the sole house on 
the reservation.4 Looking away from the 
camera, his hat resting on his knee and his 
arms folded, he appears relaxed, certain, 
and focused on the land. 

This essay is offered as a tribute to the 
life of Chief Big Eagle and his leadership, 
particularly his defiance of the virulent 
racism to which his tribal community has 
been subjected. The cultural and political 
foundations of the idea of “race” are an-
cient, but the ways in which racial catego-
ries and racist practices have been bureau-
cratically produced and normalized in the 
modern era indicate that race remains cen-
tral to governmental tactics of control. In 
this essay, racialization refers to the imposi-
tion of politically calculated and fictitious 
notions of racial identity on Native individ-
uals and Native communities. Connecticut 
history stands as an archetypal example of 
this practice. “Indian Affairs”–the official 
government apparatus created primarily to 
manage Native peoples’ reservation lands 
and to administrate the state’s understand-
ing of Indigenous issues–must be investi-
gated as a domain of strategic racialization 

of Indianness and of the rights of tribal na-
tions. The moment when Chief Big Eagle 
was interviewed by The New York Times in 
1974 marked a crucial juncture in Paugus-
sett tribal history and the state-tribal rela-
tionship in Connecticut. Chief Big Eagle, 
along with other tribal leaders and activ-
ists, directly and publicly challenged Con-
necticut’s twentieth-century governmen-
tal regime of Indian Affairs. 

Racialization obscures and undermines 
the legal rights of Native peoples as well as 
their existence as sovereign political bod-
ies.5 In Connecticut, racialization has pre-
sented tribal sovereignty as a threat and a 
fiction. For example, governmental scru-
tiny of tribal identities fosters White-su-
premacist notions of racial “illegitimacy,” 
which inform public assumptions about 
Indianness and the rights of tribes. Ra-
cialization operates in federal recognition 
struggles and is especially pernicious in its 
attacks on tribal communities whose mem-
bers have African American ancestry. As 
Indigenous studies scholar Brian Klopotek 
has shown, “a complicated tangle of racial 
projects and colonialism [are] at work” in 
such cases, impacting tribal well-being 
and sometimes stoking racism within trib-
al communities themselves. Yet unfolding 
histories of tribal sovereignty in the United 
States also demonstrate the ways in which 
Native people have contested and exposed 
racialization projects.6

Connecticut’s policies and practices of 
“managing” Indians and suppressing trib-
al sovereignty prior to federal recognition 
struggles provide a case study of the racial-
ized targeting of state-recognized tribes. 
Connecticut’s “Indian affairs” agenda has 
promoted racialized notions of Indian iden- 
tity based on the foundational White- 
supremacist construct of “racial purity” 
and the assessment of Native identities ac-
cording to spurious calculations of “Indi-
an blood” (commonly known as “blood 
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quantum”). Examples of governmental 
debate and policy formation in Connecti-
cut demonstrate how anti-Indian, anti–
African American, and anti–“minority 
 group” White-supremacist thought under- 
lies the state’s attempts to trivialize and 
undermine Native peoples’ rights to their 
homelands and to their existence as trib-
al communities. 

The early 1970s marked a significant 
turn in Connecticut’s tribal nations’ cen-
turies-long struggle to defend their reser-
vation lands and ensure their futures. The 
state of Connecticut transferred Indian Af-
fairs from its Welfare Department to the 
Department of Environmental Protection. 
The change was due in large part to tribal 
nations’ political mobilization and asser-
tion of their right to live on their reserva-
tion lands. Native activism brought wider 
public attention to tribal communities and 

to reservation lands as sites of resistance to 
state-sponsored injustice and racist practic-
es. In Connecticut, however, entrenched ra-
cialization sanctioned the state’s anti–fed-
eral recognition policy of the late twenti-
eth and early twenty-first centuries, which 
targeted Golden Hill Paugussetts and other 
tribal communities as “illegitimate” tribes 
and “frauds.” Chief Big Eagle’s account 
of the injustice his tribe endured demon-
strates that Connecticut reservation lands 
are central to an analysis of twentieth-cen-
tury struggles for Indigenous self-determi-
nation.

These struggles for self-determination in 
the face of state genocide stretch back to the 
seventeenth century. The original eighty-
acre Golden Hill reservation was estab-
lished in 1659 in Fairfield, a town found-
ed two years after the May 1637 massacre 

Chief Big Eagle on the Golden Hill Paugussett Reservation, March 15, 1974

Source: Edward Hausner, The New York Times.
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of hundreds of Pequots–including many 
women and children –at their fort in Mys-
tic, Connecticut.7 Colonizers valorized the 
attempt to annihilate the Pequot nation as 
a supreme moment of conquest whose bru-
tal violence would cow all Native peoples 
within the territory claimed by Connecti-
cut. Major John Mason, an infamous lead-
er of the massacre, extolled its horrors, de-
scribing the Pequots’ suffering as their fort 
was set on fire: “God was above them,” he 
boasted, “making them as a fiery Oven . . . 
filling the Place with dead Bodies. . . . And 
thus in little more than one Hour’s space 
was their impregnable Fort with them-
selves utterly destroyed.”8

Paugussetts, Mohegans, Western Nian-
tics, and Pequot survivors struggled to re-
main within their homelands in the after-
math of the massacre. Pequots’ refusal to 
relinquish their homeland defied the 1638 
Treaty of Hartford, which declared that Pe-
quots had ceased to exist. Their resistance 
led to the creation of three Pequot reser-
vations: at Noank (1651), Mashantucket 
(1666), and Stonington (1683).9 In 1680, 
leaders from Paugussett, Pequot, Mohe-
gan, and Western Niantic tribal commu-
nities met with Connecticut officials, seek-
ing government protection for their reser-
vations. The resulting law stipulated that 
reservation lands were to be preserved 
in perpetuity for tribal communities and 
forbade any attempt to sell or purchase re-
served lands. 

By 1680, the colony institutionalized a 
reservation system, along with govern-
ment surveillance of tribal communi-
ties holding collective rights to reserva-
tion lands.10 The colony appointed Anglo 
men as reservation “guardians,” but they 
often perpetrated or facilitated the theft of 
reservation lands. Native people in eigh-
teenth-century Connecticut sought justice 
in the colonial legal system nevertheless, 
documenting aggressions and invasions 
by Anglo “neighbors” and their livestock. 

Tribal communities’ petitions recounted 
destruction of agricultural plots, threats 
and acts of violence against reservation 
communities, and extreme poverty. In the 
context of the reservation system, howev-
er, colonial legality was a refuge for colo-
nial lawlessness.11 During the Mohegan 
land case (Mohegan Indians v. Connecticut), 
colonial officials introduced the notion of 
impending “extinction” to legalize dispos-
session of the Mohegan people. A 1721 act 
of the Connecticut General Assembly pro-
claimed that what remained of the reser-
vation would be turned over to the town of 
New London “when the whole nation, or 
stock of said Indians are extinct.” 

A 1774 report of Mohegan reservation 
overseers reflects the racial notions that 
shaped the monitoring of reservation land 
and tribal communities at that time: “in-
terlopers from other Tribes & Straggling In-
dians & Molattoes have cro[w]ded them-
selves in” the remaining Mohegan reser-
vation, they claimed. Mohegan Zachary 
Johnson, who had allied with the colony 
against the land suit and “incurd ye Dislike 
of many” Mohegans, was described by of-
ficials in 1783 as “of pure Mohegan Blood,” 
“almost the only inveterate opposer” of the 
land suit, and “a staunch Friend to the col-
ony or State.” Thus, the colonial classifi-
cation of racial “purity” was to have been 
Johnson’s reward for disavowing his tribal  
community and urging that Mohegans who 
supported the land suit “ought to be cast 
off” the reservation.12 

The examples above demonstrate that 
notions of “purity of blood” were deployed 
in Connecticut well before the U.S. federal 
government imposed the notion of “blood 
quantum” in the 1887 General Allotment 
Act, or Dawes Act.13 From the colonial peri-
od into the twenty-first century, Connecti-
cut has been a critical location of govern-
mental racialization of Indian identity.

In the late twentieth century, racializa-
tion operated as a weapon intended to 
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deny the legitimacy of tribal communities 
petitioning for federal acknowledgment as 
well as federally acknowledged tribes plan-
ning to establish casinos. One example is 
Donald Trump’s widely publicized racist 
slander against the Mashantucket Pequot 
Tribal Nation, uttered during his 1993 tes-
timony before a Congressional committee 
scrutinizing Indian gaming: “They don’t 
look like Indians to me.” As former Con-
necticut Attorney General (now Senator) 
Richard Blumenthal led the state’s efforts 
to oppose the federal acknowledgment pe-
titions of Paugussetts, Eastern Pequots, 
and Schaghticokes, Trump targeted the 
Mashantucket Pequots and their right as a 
federally acknowledged tribe to establish a 
casino in accordance with the Indian Gam-
ing Regulatory Act of 1988. In 2016, a Wash-
ington Post article argued that Trump’s be-
lief that “dark-skinned Native Americans 
in Connecticut were faking their ancestry” 
reflected his racism. 14 The interlinkage of 
Trump’s anti-Black and anti-Indian rac-
ism and his promotion of the fallacy of “ra-
cial purity” echoes the state’s entrenched 
strategy of denigrating tribal communities 
petitioning for federal recognition. 

In July 1993, a Golden Hill Paugussett land 
claim was in the courts and the Tribe’s fed-
eral acknowledgment petition was about to 
be reviewed by the federal Bureau of Indian  
Affairs. That month, the Hartford Courant, 
Connecticut’s largest newspaper, ran a car-
toon by Robert Englehart titled “The Gold-
en Hill Paugussetts (A Very Small Tribe of 
African-American Native Americans).” 
The image includes six heads, grossly car-
icatured according to the cartoonist’s rac-
ist conceptualization of “Blackness,” un-
der which six names are assigned: “Chief 
Dances With Lawyers,” “Chief Lotta Bull,” 
“Chief Running Joke,” “Chief Flipping 
Bird,” “Chief Rolling Dice,” and “Chief 
So Sioux Me.”15 The cartoon’s appalling-
ly racist language and imagery constitute a 
concrete form of violence–an intentional 

assault on Native lives and identities, strik-
ing at core principles of kinship and com-
munity. Such assaults are not random, nor 
are they merely a “reaction” or “backlash” 
against tribal sovereignty; they are histori-
cally embedded, normalized, and govern-
ment-sanctioned tactics of domination, 
tied to the routine practices of White rule 
in the bureaucratic “management” of In-
dian tribes and their land rights. 

The Times story on Chief Big Eagle opens 
with a summary of “Indian affairs” in Con-
necticut during the early 1970s that reflects 
the complex and troubling ways in which 
Indian identity and Indian existence with-
in the state were framed and validated for 
a non-Native public audience:

The beginnings of a legal effort to reclaim In-
dian lands in Connecticut is under way now, 
the result of a recent administrative shakeup 
in the state’s handling of Indian affairs, the 
creation for the first time of a tribal council 
[the intertribal Connecticut Indian Affairs 
Council], and the nationwide reawakening 
among Indians. There are 2,222 people who 
told 1970 Census takers in Connecticut that 
they were Indians.16

The trope “Indian reawakening” is mis-
leading; the suggestion that the political 
consciousness of Native people had ever 
been “asleep” is now widely considered a 
projection of the jostled consciousness of 
White Americans becoming aware of Na-
tive resistance while perhaps not yet recog-
nizing the long history and multiple forms 
of violence employed to thwart that resis-
tance. The idea that a “nationwide reawak-
ening among Indians” propelled the actions 
of Native peoples in Connecticut at the time 
also undercuts the significance of the deep 
local roots of Indian activism in the region.  
Perhaps most significant in this opening 
passage from the Times article is the refer-
ence to the 1970 Census, which conveys the 
power of bureaucratic accounting of Indian 
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existence, foreshadowing how that power 
would be employed in Native peoples’ fu- 
ture struggles to assert their rights as tribal  
nations. The Times’ use of the population sta-
tistic draws attention to the political agency 
of Native people, but only those made “offi-
cially” visible as Native by the state.

As noted above, in 1973, Public Act 73-660 
established the Connecticut Indian Affairs 
Council (ciac), defining the five state-rec-
ognized tribes as “self-governing entities 
possessing powers and duties over tribal 
members and reservations” and transfer-
ring Indian Affairs to the Department of En - 
vironmental Protection (dep).17 Schaghti-
coke Elder and activist Trudie Lamb Rich-
mond noted that tribal citizens seeking to 
protect their reservations and “take con-
trol out of the hands of the Department of 
Welfare” worked with legislators to craft 
an earlier bill that would have established 
an Indian Affairs Commission rather than 
Council. The Commission was planned as 
a state agency headed by Indians and em-
powered to “tak[e] many of the old state 
statutes off the books, which had discour-
aged Indians from remaining on the reser-
vations.” That bill was passed in 1971, but 
Connecticut Governor Thomas Meskill 
“refused to sign the bill” because “he did 
not feel there were a sufficient number of 
Indians” to “justify the creation of anoth-
er agency.”18 

While the passage of PA 73-660 two years 
later seems to have marked a policy shift 
in a positive direction, we must consid-
er what legislators said they wanted to 
accomplish. Some supporters expressed 
the desire for what might be viewed as pro-
gressive policy on Indian rights. Perhaps 
such sentiments were to be expected of 
legislators in Connecticut, the first state 
in the country to establish a Civil Rights 
commission (in 1943). However, can we 
say that the legislative debate in 1973 re-
flected “White consciousness” of the rac-
ism that impacted the lives of Native peo-

ple in the state? Did the legislative debate 
imply the emergence of antiracism in the 
state’s approach to its relationship with 
tribal communities?19 There was a tone 
of serious commitment in some of the leg-
islators’ remarks:

I rise in support of this amendment primar-
ily because we have lived in a century of dis-
honor in relationship with our Indians. The 
Wounded Knee that currently gathered a 
headline should be ample evidence that there 
is need for Indians to control their affairs. Let 
us not live in another century of dishonor on 
this particular piece of legislation.20

Another described the bill as a way to 
“bring recognition to an area of our mi-
nority population which has gone unher-
alded and unnoticed for many years.” Such 
phrases as “our Indians” and “our minori-
ty population” might be described mere-
ly as patronizing, but a discourse of White 
supremacy runs more starkly throughout 
the record of the debate, and on both sides 
of it. One supporter of the bill prefaced his 
remarks with “I’m sorry I don’t have my 
feathers this morning.” Another identified 
himself as “a past Sachem of the approved 
order of Redmen, where no red men need 
apply.”21 His position: “if after some three 
hundred years we can’t raise the status of 
the Indian to a first-class citizen . . . I’ll sit 
down.” This legislator may have been en-
gaged in some examination of his previ-
ously held beliefs, perhaps even mocking 
the White-supremacist organization “Im-
proved Order of Redmen,” which contin-
ues to exist today.22 But the transcript of 
the debate suggests that it was difficult for 
the legislators to talk about Native people 
in ways that explicitly condemned and re-
jected racial ideology and racist ridicule. 

The legislators’ banter even suggests ex-
uberance, as if some had anticipated such 
a forum in which to publicly employ cari-
catures of Indianness and outdo each oth-
er in making such comments: 



147 (2)  Spring 2018 33

Amy E.  
Den Ouden

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER:
The gentleman from the 104th wants to 
shoot again.

REP. AJELLO: (104th)
I will support the bill but I just want to cor-
rect one error. . . . The Indians had first class 
status before we got here and took it away, sir.

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER:
The gentleman from the 70th.

REP. AVCOLLIE: (70th)
Mr. Speaker, I’ll support the bill. . . but one 
question through you–

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER:
Please state your question.

REP. AVCOLLIE: (70th)
[D]oes this make the Governor an Indian 
giver?

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER:
Maybe the gentleman from the 104th ought 
to shoot you with the arrow. All members 
take their seats please. The aisles be cleared. 
Anyone care to do an Indian dance, let them 
come down here.23

To examine this record today is to gain 
insight into how deeply embedded ra-
cial ideology and outright racism shaped 
the state’s conception of “Indian affairs” 
at the end of the Civil Rights era, even in 
the context of what some might deem a 
“pro-Indian” political agenda.

The discourse of the legislative debate 
discussed above did not represent a racism 
new to Connecticut; it was certainly not 
new to members of tribal communities 
who sought to live on their reservations in 
the twentieth century. Chief Big Eagle knew 
all too well what it meant to be “under the 
thumb of the Welfare Department,” as he 
put it, and how tribal members’ efforts to 
maintain their connection to their reserva-
tions were routinely thwarted: 

They decided who was Indian and who 
wasn’t, who could live on reservations and 
who couldn’t. You couldn’t tell them any-

thing because they didn’t care, and you 
couldn’t ask them anything because they 
didn’t know anything. Every time you’d 
write, the answer would come back that so 
and so isn’t handling Indians anymore.

From the Times’ perspective, “the Indi-
ans won a major victory” by “getting con-
trol of the state reservations transferred 
to the more friendly hands” of the De-
partment of Environmental Protection.24 
However, according to Lamb Richmond, 
the victory lay in collaborations among 
tribal nations in the state; alliance-build-
ing with the United Auto Workers union, 
the Connecticut Civil Liberties Union, and 
the Connecticut Civic Action Group; con-
tinuous discussions with legislators; and 
vigilance in using the local press to educate 
Connecticut’s non-Native citizenry. But, 
she concluded, the fact that another state 
agency had assumed “jurisdiction over 
Indian people and Indian land,” allowing 
tribal communities an advisory capacity 
only, was a call to Indian people to work 
toward more revolutionary changes. 25

In 1969, renowned scholar Vine Deloria 
Jr.–known by many as “the leading in-
digenous intellectual of the past centu-
ry”26–wrote that the Indian civil rights 
initiatives developed under the Johnson 
administration constituted “a minor ad-
justment in the massive legal machin-
ery that had been created over a period of 
three hundred years.”27 He argued that the 
White civil rights agenda for Indian peo-
ple would not deter exploitation of Indian 
homelands or Indian people, nor would it 
compel White people to confront the fact 
that “[land] has been the basis on which ra-
cial relations have been defined ever since 
the first settlers got off the boat.”28

Deloria’s argument is pertinent to my 
analysis of the routine state-level enforce-
ment of racist ideology. In December 1971, 
an internal Connecticut dep memo an-
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nouncing the change underway in the 
state’s administration of Indian Affairs 
stated that “the Welfare Department looks 
upon this as essentially a land management, 
rather than a people management problem, 
since there are not too many Indians in the 
State.” The dep official added, in parenthe-
ses: “Of course, one may take the view, with 
General Custer, that even one Indian is too 
many Indians.”29 The remark is deeply sin-
ister, endorsing racist violence with a hu-
morous tone. The depth of its destructive 
power is evident in how comfortably it was 
expressed–and presumably condoned–in 
a governmental memo now housed in the 
State Archives. The archive serves to dis-
tance the author of the memo and the state 
agency from accountability in the present, 
but research conducted in the late twentieth 
century as part of tribal communities’ pe-
titions for federal acknowledgment expos-
es many such archival records to scrutiny. 
These records remain important to analy-
ses of state-sponsored racism, and to doc-
umentation of the transformational work 
accomplished by Native peoples defending 
their rights and forging their futures in the 
twentieth century. 

The archival records of “Indian Affairs” 
in Connecticut contain egregious exam-
ples of racist ideology targeting tribal com-
munities at their most vulnerable. In 1939, 
for instance, when the State Park and For-
est Commission (pfc) was the “overseer” 
of “the Indian reservation population,”30 
the legislature held a hearing on a bill in-
troduced by a Representative from Groton, 
“An Act Concerning Certain Land” (H.B. 
No. 347). The bill proposed to permit the 
Park and Forest Commission to sell “a por-
tion of the reservation of the eastern tribe 
of the Pequot Indians” to “three white 
families” whom the state had allowed to 
lease the land.31 The White families were 
described as “campers” who lived on the 
reservation “just in the summer,” but who 

were nonetheless industrious and deserv-
ing of the land because they had “built 
cottages and good fireplaces.” The White 
campers clearly used the reservation vol-
untarily to vacation, but claimed the pfc 
increasing their leasing fee “placed a bur-
den” on them. The Groton Representative 
insisted that the Whites “did not think the 
land worth that much money,” because “it 
is rocky and of no value except for camping 
purposes.” When asked if the pfc had “au-
thority to sell this land,” the Groton Repre-
sentative replied: “This land is held in trust 
as an Indian Reservation. There are a few 
Indians living there, and they earn most of 
their livelihood by working for the white 
people . . . by doing odd jobs for them.” As 
the Chair continued to raise questions, the 
Groton Representative suddenly changed 
his assessment of Eastern Pequots on the 
reservation:

There are no Indians, only six colored fami-
lies living there. So far as the so-called Indi-
ans are concerned, they derive more bene-
fits from the white people, who rent the land, 
than from any other source. I am at a loss to 
see any objection to the passage of this bill. 
The only opposition would be the desire to 
preserve the land for our fast declining race, 
but the white people are offering a fair price 
for this area.32

Another Representative asked: “Are 
these Indians pure blooded Indians?” A 
Representative from Southington replied: 
“I should say not. Their hair is quite curly.”

Racialization operates here as a ruthless 
political strategy, which is the essence of 
White supremacy. A government official, 
speaking on the record, shifts in an instant 
from acknowledging the presence of Indi-
ans to insisting there are no Indians living 
on the reservation. The insertion of “col-
ored families” into the narrative is intend-
ed to justify dispossession and erase Indi-
anness, serving the political motive to ex-
ploit the reservation for profit.
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Nevertheless, the Eastern Pequots per-
sist as a tribal nation, and their homeland–
the 224-acre reservation in North Stoning-
ton, established in 1683–remains central 
to their struggles to defend their rights as 
a Native people. The very presence of tribal 
communities on their reservations has al-
ways been both a symbol and an enactment 
of defiance: in ceremonial contexts, in ev-
eryday attempts to make a living on reser-
vation land (even when working for White 
vacationers who sought to take the land), 
and in continuous efforts to establish resi-
dence on that land in the face of racist pol-
icies and practices. 

It is no surprise that state opposition to 
federal recognition in the late twentieth 
century became a domain of racializa-
tion, perpetuating a White-supremacist 
discourse that promoted an interwoven 
anti-Indian/anti-Black racism, so public-
ly expressed in the 1993 Trump remark and 
the Hartford Courant cartoon. The racializa-
tion of Native identities and tribal com-
munities in Connecticut’s management 
of Indian Affairs in the twentieth centu-
ry cannot be detached from the long his-
tories of violence against Native peoples, 
just as the ongoing history of White-su-
premacist ideology in the United States has 
shown itself to be steeped in a tradition of 
violence. Non-Natives, even those who are 
committed to antiracist research, may nev-
er fully comprehend the violence done to 
Native peoples by White supremacy and 
state-sanctioned racist practices. But anti-
racist researchers can work to expose and 
track the routine ways in which racializa-
tion and its violence operate, while also 
recognizing and writing about the power 
of Indigenous defiance. 

In 2004, then Connecticut Attorney Gen-
eral Richard Blumenthal referred to Gold-
en Hill Paugussetts’ federal acknowledg-
ment effort as a “doomed quest” that had 
officially been laid “on its deathbed.” The 

grandiose terminology of righteous vic-
tories over purportedly “doomed” Indian 
tribes runs through the state’s antirecog-
nition discourse, which is grounded in an 
ancient colonial quest of self-legitimiza-
tion–the very basis of White suprema-
cy.33 Nonetheless, the Paugussetts con-
tinue to resist the state’s attempts at era-
sure. In a 2014 Connecticut Public Radio 
report about the Paugussetts, Chief Big Ea-
gle’s daughter and Golden Hill Paugussett 
Clan Mother Shoran Piper gave a tribute 
to her father: “‘[He] never, never gave up,’ 
she said. ‘Always fought, and continued to 
fight for his people.’”34 The report featured 
a photo of Piper surrounded by her three 
children, at home on the one-quarter-acre 
Golden Hill Reservation. Whether or not 
the photographer knew it at the time, that 
2014 image of the Piper family evokes the 
1974 New York Times photo of Chief Big Ea-
gle, rooted in and overseeing the Golden 
Hill Paugussett homeland. 

The United States must confront the ra-
cialization of tribal communities. In this 
essay, I have analyzed its destructive, tena-
cious fallacies, particularly the idea of “ra-
cial purity,” which has been deployed to 
measure the presumed “dissolution” of In-
dianness and deny Native rights. Antiracist 
research is essential to documenting histo-
ries of tribal recognition struggles and the 
ways in which White supremacy has oper-
ated to undermine tribal communities. The 
need for this research in the United States 
is as urgent now as it was in Connecticut in 
1939, 1974, and 1993. As sociologist France 
Winddance Twine has written, antiracist 
research requires grappling with “the par-
ticular dilemmas racial ideologies and ra-
cialized fields generate for researchers,” 
and with what it means to work in “racial-
ized fields of power specifically as antirac-
ists.”35 Thus, antiracist methodology calls 
for academics, educators, and advocates to 
acknowledge the ways they are enmeshed 
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in struggles against racialization and White 
supremacy, as well as the potentially trans-
formational impact of their research. 

Commitment to justice lies at the core of 
scholarship focused on the rights and fu-
tures of tribal nations. Indigenous princi-
ples and knowledges that sustain communi-
ty life, including relationships to ancestors 
and to land, must be respected as central to 
analyses of self-determination and resis-

tance to racialization. For non-Native aca-
demics, commitment to learning from trib-
al communities, including attending and 
participating in conferences at tribal col-
leges, is crucial. Politically engaged, com-
munity-based, and antiracist research ini-
tiatives require support from convention-
al academic institutions, and perhaps also 
a fundamental transformation in their pri-
orities.
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Alaska’s Conflicting Objectives

Rosita Kaaháni Worl & Heather Kendall-Miller

Abstract: The formal treaty-making period between the U.S. government and Native peoples ended in 
1871, only four years after the United States purchased Alaska from Russia. As a result, Alaska Natives 
did not enter into treaties that recognized their political authority or land rights. Nor, following the end of 
the treaty-making period, were Alaska Natives granted the same land rights as federally recognized tribes 
in the lower forty-eight states. Rather, Congress created the Alaska Native Corporations as the manage-
ment vehicle for conveyed lands in 1971. The unique legal status of these corporations has raised many 
questions about tribal land ownership and governance for future generations of Alaska Natives. Although 
Congress created the Native Corporations in its eagerness to settle land claims and assimilate Alaska Na-
tives, Alaska Native cultures and governance structures persisted and evolved, and today many are reas-
serting the inherent authority of sovereign governments.

The Bureau of Indian Affairs (bia) reported in 1936 
that it knew little about Alaska Natives. “Alaska is 
such an immense country, the Indians so widely scat-
tered, and travel frequently is so tedious, slow and 
expensive that it is very difficult to plan a program,” 
wrote bia field representative Oscar H. Lipps. D’Arcy 
McNickle, who answered directly to the Commission-
er of Indian Affairs, added, “even the status of land 
ownership is an ambiguous one, which in some cas-
es will have to be clarified before organization work 
can proceed.”1

The bia proceeded anyway: the Indian Reorgani-
zation Act was extended to Alaska in 1936, recogniz-
ing Alaska Native villages as having the same author-
ity as Native tribes elsewhere in the United States. 
But despite their new legal standing, the status of 
Alaska Native land ownership remained ambiguous.

What was not ambiguous, however, was the inher-
ent power of Alaska’s tribes.2 Federal recognition of a 
group of Native Americans as a tribe affirms the polit-
ical relationship between the United States and tribes, 
which serves to protect the exercise of tribal sover-
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eignty under federal law. Tribal recognition 
is the legal imprimatur in federal Indian law 
on which the rights to exercise governmen-
tal powers over tribal members, tribal land, 
and nonmembers on tribal land are based. 
It is also one of the Department of the In-
terior’s prerequisites for entitlement to the 
many federal Indian services it administers.

Many early scholars and jurists dismissed 
the notion that a group of Alaska Natives 
could constitute a distinct and histori-
cally continuous political entity with the 
same attributes of sovereignty possessed 
by tribes elsewhere. This assumption rest-
ed on the premise that Alaska’s history is 
“unique” because it was the last territori-
al acquisition of the United States on the 
North American continent. The Treaty of 
Cession, whereby the United States pur-
chased Alaska from Russia in 1867, provid-
ed that “the uncivilized tribes will be sub-
ject to such laws and regulations as the Unit-
ed States may, from time to time, adopt in 
regard to aboriginal tribes of that coun-
try.” When the American colonies adopt-
ed the U.S. Constitution, tribes were rec-
ognized in the Indian commerce clause as 
separate entities with whom the federal 
government could deal on the same polit-
ical basis as foreign states. This was gener-
ally done through treaties. But the formal 
treaty-making period ended in 1871. Con-
sequently, no Alaska Natives entered into 
treaties that recognized tribal political au-
thority or that ceded or secured recognized 
title to portions of aboriginal land. 

Alaska’s remote location, large size, and 
harsh climate further delayed the need to 
confront questions concerning the rela-
tionship between Indigenous inhabitants 
and the United States. Nonetheless, Con-
gress enacted laws that provided services 
to Alaska Natives, protected and preserved 
aboriginal rights to land and resources, ex-
tended provisions of the Indian Reorga-
nization Act to the Territory of Alaska in 
1936, and offered opportunities for Alaska 

Natives to acquire homestead and townsite 
allotments via the Alaska Native Allotment 
Act of 1906 and the Alaska Native Townsite 
Act of 1926.3 None of these laws, however, 
purported to address the question of the na-
ture and extent of tribal status or Alaska Na-
tive land claims. 

It was decades later that several factors 
galvanized Alaska Natives, the State of 
Alaska, and Congress to find a resolution to 
the problem. When Alaska became a state 
in 1958, the new government was eager to 
acquire land around Alaska Native villages. 
However, in 1966, Interior Secretary Stew-
art Udall announced a freeze on any such 
land transfers. Two years later, when oil was 
found in Prudhoe Bay, oil companies paid 
the State of Alaska nearly $1 billion for the 
oil lease. Then those companies needed to 
construct a pipeline to move oil from the 
new bonanza in North Slope to the port of 
Valdez and from there to far-off markets. 
These events convinced the state of the 
need to settle the Native land claims and 
finalize the state’s land selections in order 
to proceed with future oil lease sales and in-
frastructure projects.4 

Alaska Natives had no interest in simply 
recreating the Indian reservation structure 
and, with the leverage afforded them by the 
Prudhoe Bay discovery, reached a consen-
sus to negotiate a new approach to land 
management. Some Alaska Natives had al-
ready experimented with for-profit tribal 
corporations under provisions of the Indian 
Reorganization Act, which is overseen by 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs. But the heavy 
hand of the bia complicated the manage-
ment and made it all but impossible to prof-
it from such ventures, so no one wanted the 
bia to be the “trustee” of the land. Instead, 
Alaska Natives supported the conveyance 
of land under fee simple title (which un-
like reservation or trust property can be 
freely bought or sold) with profit-making, 
state-chartered corporations as the vehicle 
for settling land claims.5 This arrangement 
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would give Alaska Native villages and re-
gions more control because fee-patent land 
could be managed without oversight from 
bia bureaucrats in Washington, D.C.

Alaska Natives’ ultimate goal was self- 
determination, and they saw the Alaska  
Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971  
(ancsa), a lands-claim settlement drawn 
up by the U.S. Congress, as the pathway. 
Congress, on the other hand, saw ancsa as 
an opportunity to “assimilate” Alaska Na-
tives with corporations, cash, and fee simple 
title. ancsa created twelve regional Native 
corporations (Alaska Native Corporations, 
or ancs) as well as more than two hundred 
village corporations. These entities would re-
ceive title to 40 million acres of land and be 
paid nearly $1 billion in exchange for the ex-
tinguishment of their aboriginal claims to 
330 million acres of Alaskan land.

The main goal for both the state and fed-
eral governments was to establish clear ti-
tle to Alaska lands to allow for unimped-
ed economic development. The new law 
would transform the communal charac-
ter of Native societies, beginning with 
the enrollment of tribal members as indi-
vidual shareholders of the new corpora-
tions. The laws even delimited the future 
of Alaska tribal societies: initially, only Na-
tives who were alive in 1971 when ancsa 
was signed into law were assigned shares, 
meaning that future generations would 
have less and less control over the corpo-
rations. Another significant problem for 
Alaska Natives was that the restriction on 
the sale of stock in Native corporations 
would be lifted after 1991, potentially lead-
ing to the widespread loss of Native control 
over Alaskan land. 

ancsa also abolished subsistence hunt-
ing and fishing rights. Subsistence contin-
ues to be a significant source of basic food 
security for Natives living in rural commu-
nities where cash economies are depressed. 
And, more important, subsistence is the 
underlying framework of Native culture.6 

In terms of culture, lifestyle, and attitudes 
toward land and community, ancsa clear-
ly favored Western values over Native ones 
(see Table 1). 

Ironically, Congress enacted ancsa to 
promote the assimilation of Alaska Natives 
into the capitalist economy. But there was 
a twist: the corporations were to share 70 
percent of the profits derived from subsur-
face and timber development with other 
Alaska Native Corporations. From its in-
ception to the present, this form of social-
ism has forced the twelve regional Alaska 
Native Corporations to share an estimated 
$3 billion in profits between themselves.7 

In spite of the corporations’ cultural di-
vergence from Native values, Native cor-
porate leaders recognized and made com-
mitments to the preservation of their tra-
ditional cultures, as demonstrated by the 
mission statements adopted by eleven of 
the twelve regional corporations. Many re-
gional ancs also created affiliate cultural 
and educational nonprofit organizations 
or established dedicated funds to support 
cultural or educational activities.

In the early 1980s, Alaska Natives be-
gan to understand the flaws and dangers of 
ancsa, and in 1982, delegates to the Alas-
ka Federation of Natives (afn) Conven-
tion directed the afn to make the “1991 is-
sue” (referring to the provision in the law 
lifting restrictions on the sale of stock) a 
top priority when proposing amendments 
to the law.8

Alaska Natives were also concerned that 
children born after 1971 were not allowed 
to become anc shareholders unless they 
inherited stock. This restriction conflict-
ed with their traditional values, which held 
that children born into a tribe are automat-
ically members with full rights to land. 

The afn convened five Native leadership 
retreats and seven conventions to develop 
resolutions and amendments to ancsa 
to address these problems and concerns. 
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During the 1984 Native leadership retreat, 
Natives from all parts of the state identi-
fied the following common Native values, 
which became the underlying basis for the 
1991 amendments:

1. Tribes are characterized by a communal ori-
entation based on an extended kinship system 
and the sharing of subsistence resources, in-
cluding collectively raising children. The shar-
ing of resources should be conducted with re-
spect for elders. Sharing and reciprocity serve 
as bonds uniting tribal members.

2. Relationship to the land is similar to the kin-
ship or relationship among families. Addi-
tionally, subsistence resources are necessary 
for food security, physical well-being, and 
spiritual values. There is a trust obligation 
to pass land on to children. 

3. Native identity is based on tribal member-
ship and enrollment in Native corporations.9

The afn proposed a series of amend-
ments, which included protections for un-
developed land and restrictions on stock 
sales. Then–Secretary of the Interior Don-
ald Hodel opposed the 1991 Native amend-
ments on several fronts, arguing that they 
would impede the assimilation of Alaska 
Natives and undermine the primacy of in-
dividual rights over group rights. He op-
posed the automatic extension of restric-
tions on the sale of ancsa stock, which 

Natives felt were necessary for the protec-
tion of Native lands. He also maintained 
that the issuance of stock to Natives born 
after 1971 would dilute the value of the set-
tlement for existing shareholders.

Nonetheless, the so-named 1991 ancsa 
amendments were signed into law on Feb-
ruary 3, 1988.10 They protected both Native 
land and corporations by instating automat-
ic protections for undeveloped land; pro-
tecting ancsa lands from taxes, bad debt, 
and bankruptcy; providing for restrictions 
on the sale of stock; issuing stock to Natives 
born after 1971 and others who had missed 
initial enrollment; and allowing for issu-
ance of stock and special benefits for elders.

The afn was unable to secure the “trib-
al option,” which would have allowed Na-
tive corporations to transfer lands to fed-
erally recognized tribes. Congress insisted 
that if this land-transfer provision were in-
cluded in the amendments, a “disclaimer” 
clause designed to maintain the status quo 
of tribal rights and governments should 
also be included, as Congress did not wish 
to step into the debate regarding tribal sov-
ereignty. The afn dropped the tribal op-
tion, believing that the disclaimer clause 
would undermine tribal sovereignty.11

As adopted, the 1988 ancsa amend-
ments recognized the values identified by 
Alaska Natives at the 1984 leadership re-
treat, including the communal rights of 
Alaska Natives, the protection of land own-

Western Values Tribal Values

Individualism Communal orientation

Land is a commodity
Land embodies social, economic, and 
spiritual dimensions

Property is transferred through inheri-
tance or purchase

Intergenerational ownership of property is 
determined by tribal membership

Table 1 
Conflicting Values



147 (2)  Spring 2018 43

Rosita 
Kaaháni Worl 
& Heather 
Kendall-Miller

ership, and children’s rights to land owner-
ship and to their identity. In addition to the 
cultural and legal protections secured un-
der the 1984 ancsa amendments, Alaska 
Native Corporations worked to be federal-
ly recognized as tribes for special statutory 
purposes. One of the first efforts was to se-
cure recognition for the purposes of con-
sultation, primarily in consideration of the 
large federal land base in Alaska that inter-
sected with ancsa lands.

However, Native corporate leaders were 
expressly clear in excluding recognition of 
regional corporations as governments. This 
decision has led to ambiguous outcomes for 
Alaska Native sovereignty and land rights. 
Four years after the passage of ancsa, Con-
gress established the American Indian Poli-
cy Review Commission to conduct the most 
comprehensive review of American Indian 
policy since the 1930s. The Commission’s 
final report, published in 1977, included an 
examination of the political status of Alas-
ka Natives in the post-ancsa era. Based on 
the history of federal dealings with Alaska 
Natives and of general principles of feder-
al Indian law, the Commission concluded:

The Alaska Native tribes (referring, of course, 
to the historic and traditional tribal entities, 
not to the Native corporations organized un-
der the Settlement Act), just as tribes of the 
lower 48, are domestic sovereigns. They pos-
sess all of the attributes and powers normal-
ly appertaining to such status, except those 
that have been denied or taken from them 
by Congress.

The Commission further concluded that 
ancsa did not “effect a termination of the 
traditional Alaska Native tribes,” noting:

The Settlement Act did not alter in any way 
the legal nature or status of any Alaska Native 
tribes. Nor did it alter the preexisting relation-
ship between the United States and the Alas-
ka Natives as members of such tribes. Partic-
ularly the Settlement Act neither terminated 

the tribes nor the status of “Natives” of the 
members thereof.12

In 1991, the secretary of the interior re-
quested that the solicitor from the Depart-
ment of the Interior do an analysis on the 
nature and scope of governmental powers 
that Native villages could exercise over 
lands and nonmembers after the passage 
of ancsa.13 

The request was precipitated by emerg-
ing case law regarding tribal self-gover-
nance issues in Alaska and conflicting 
jurisprudence between Alaska Supreme 
Court and federal appellate court deci-
sions.14 In an exhaustive analysis, the solic-
itor adopted the conclusions of the Com-
mission but stopped short of specifying 
which villages were tribes as a matter of 
law. The Department of the Interior de-
ferred that question to the Bureau of In-
dian Affairs, which in turn published a list 
of all federally recognized tribes to “elimi-
nate any doubt as to the Department’s in-
tention to expressly and unequivocally ac-
knowledge that the Department has deter-
mined that the villages and regional tribes 
listed . . . are distinctly Native communi-
ties and have the same status as tribes in 
the contiguous 48 states.” 

One year later, the 1993 Tribal Entities 
List was ratified by Congress with the pas-
sage of the Federal Indian Tribal List Act of 
1994. In addition to confirming the secre-
tary’s responsibility and authority to rec-
ognize tribes, the List Act affirms the sov-
ereign status of such tribes and affirms the 
United States’ obligation–as part of its 
“trust responsibility”–to maintain govern-
ment-to-government relations with them.

The recognition of Alaska Native tribes 
as political bodies with powers of self-gov-
ernment has also been a growing question 
for the courts.15 The Alaska Supreme Court 
found itself bound by the political ques-
tion doctrine (a constitutional restraint on 
judicial power to resolve cases that raise 
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political rather than legal questions) and 
reversed course in tribal status litigation 
by finding that the Tribal Entities List “un-
questionably” establishes federal recog-
nition of the sovereign status and govern-
mental powers of Alaska villages. 

The Alaska Supreme Court also express-
ly overturned prior precedents that held 
to the contrary and thereby removed the 
conflict between state and federal court 
jurisprudence. The confirmation of trib-
al status, however, was curtailed in 1998 
by the United States Supreme Court’s rul-
ing in Alaska v. Native Village of Venetie that 
while tribes exist as governments, follow-
ing ancsa’s passage, they have no territo-
rial reach absent the existence of Indian 
Country.16 The question before the Court 
was whether former ancsa fee lands qual-
ified as Indian Country for purposes of 
tribal regulatory jurisdiction. 

Alaska v. Venetie held that ancsa lands do 
not constitute a dependent Indian commu-
nity, because that term 

refers to a limited category of Indian lands 
that are neither reservations nor allotments, 
and that satisfy two requirements–first, they 
must have been set aside by the federal gov-
ernment for the use of Indians as Indian land; 
second, they must be under federal superin-
tendence.17

The Court acknowledged that other forms 
of Indian Country may exist in Alaska, in-
cluding allotments of other trust or re-
stricted lands set aside under federal super-
intendence. While land ownership is not 
necessarily a prerequisite for Native gov-
ernmental authority or jurisdiction, there 
is a “significant geographic component” 
to tribal jurisdiction over many matters, 
which means that the lack of “Indian Coun-
try” in Alaska poses inherent challenges to 
the exercise of Native sovereignty. 

Another recent decision opened the door 
to potential expansion of Indian Country in 
Alaska. In Akiachak Native Community v. Sala-

zar, Alaska tribes challenged a provision in 
the Department of the Interior’s land-into-
trust regulations that excludes land acquisi-
tions in trust in the State of Alaska from the 
scope of regulations. The Tribe argued that 
they should not be subject to discriminato-
ry treatment in the lands-into-trust context. 
The Court agreed and noted that ancsa  
did not repeal any portion of the Indian 
Reorganization Act, nor any portion of its  
1936 amendments. Having established that  
ancsa did not revoke the secretary’s au-
thority to take Alaska lands in trust, the 
Court next examined the legality of the Alas-
ka Exception and found it inconsistent with 
the Congressional mandate that the secre-
tary not diminish the privileges available to 
tribes relative to the “privileges . . . available 
to all other federally recognized tribes by 
virtue of their status as Indian tribes.” Con-
sistent with the Court’s opinion, the doi re-
vised its regulations regarding acquisitions 
of trust lands in Alaska. Subsequently, the 
secretary gave notice of final action to ac-
quire approximately 1.08 acres of land un-
derlying the Craig Tribal Association (one 
of Alaska’s 229 federally recognized tribes) 
tribal office for economic development and 
other purposes, setting a precedent for such 
acquisitions in the future.

Without a geographic component, trib-
al authority to banish nonmembers from 
communities to ensure public safety is com-
ing under scrutiny in the courts. In 2003, 
an Anchorage Superior Court judge upheld 
the right of the village of Perryville to eject 
a resident who had a history of alcohol- 
fueled violence.18 But no other court has 
addressed civil liberties concerns by those 
who have been banished without the bene-
fit of a conviction or a trial by a jury of their 
peers. A potential violation of civil liberties 
could be the basis for contesting or placing 
constitutional limits on tribal jurisdiction 
in future cases.

Indeed, court decisions over the past 
twenty-five years, coupled with federal and 
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state enactments, have confirmed Alaska 
tribal authority over tribal members and 
certain discrete subjects. But the result to-
day remains a patchwork of rules that do 
not enable tribal governments to provide 
for the rule of law in their communities, 
thus impeding the general development 
of civil society in Alaska Native villages.  
Legislation is needed to enable Alaska 
tribal nations to comprehensively govern 
their communities, conferring to the tribes 
the security, autonomy, and prosperity to 
which all peoples are entitled. 

At an Alaska Tribal Leaders conference 
in the fall of 2016, tribal leaders called upon 
the Alaska Congressional Delegation, the 
president, the secretary of the interior, the 
attorney general, the Alaska governor, and 
the Alaska attorney general to unite behind 
legislation that would treat Alaska Native 
villages as if their lands were trust lands 
for the specific purpose of participating in 
federal initiatives tied to trust land status.

In October 2017, at the Alaska Federation 
of Natives convention in Anchorage, Alas-
ka, Attorney General Jahna Lindemuth is-
sued a sixteen-page opinion that clarified 
the state’s view of tribal sovereignty. “The 
law is clear,” she wrote. “There are 229 Alas-
ka Tribes and they are separate sovereigns 
with inherent sovereignty and subject mat-
ter jurisdiction over certain matters. Indi-
an country is not a prerequisite for Alas-
ka Tribes’ inherent sovereignty or subject 
matter jurisdiction, but it may impact the 
extent of that jurisdiction.”19 While there 
may be questions regarding the “extent of 
tribal jurisdiction” in Alaska, state recogni-
tion of tribal sovereignty forecloses blanket 
challenges on tribal court jurisdiction over 
domestic dependent relations among trib-
al members.

Native corporations also support a mul-
titude of other initiatives to advance Native 
cultures, issues, and rights. Perhaps most sig-

nificant has been their ongoing support of 
the afn because of its political role in advo-
cating for Native rights. The twelve region-
al corporations are expected to pay annual 
membership and convention dues to the afn 
and contribute special afn assessment fees 
for advocacy on subsistence issues. In 2015, 
regional corporation dues totaled $684,000; 
corporations also paid more than $100,000 
in convention dues. In addition, afn mem-
bers contributed $246,000 for subsistence 
advocacy, funds that largely came from re-
gional ancs.

Congress extinguished subsistence hunt-
ing and fishing rights under ancsa with 
the promise that the secretary of the inte-
rior and the State of Alaska would act to 
protect Native subsistence needs. That ac-
tion did not come until 1980 with the adop-
tion of the Alaska National Interest Lands 
Conservation Act that allowed for rural–
not Native–subsistence priority in times 
of resource scarcity. And while the subsis-
tence battles are not yet settled, subsistence 
rights may have been more seriously under-
mined had it not been for the political and 
financial support of ancs.

Regional Native corporations also creat-
ed and supported cultural and education-
al camps and foundations. Some ancs 
have dedicated funds within corporations 
that support Native cultures. Others have 
formed elders’ councils to advise them on 
key decisions affecting the corporation. In 
2001, Cook Inlet Regional Inc. (ciri) do-
nated $30 million to its ciri Foundation, 
which brought its total endowment to near-
ly $50 million. Since its establishment, the 
foundation has awarded more than $28 mil-
lion in scholarships to Native beneficiaries.

It is well known that ancs, as for-profit 
entities, use land to generate financial capi-
tal. However, less known are the provisions 
of ancsa that have allowed regional ancs 
to acquire historic and sacred sites for their 
cultural significance rather than their com-
mercial value. In addition to its initial selec-
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tion and conveyance of eighty-eight sites, 
Sealaska Corporation pursued an amend-
ment to ancsa that provided for its final 
land entitlement and included seventy-six 
additional historic sites–despite the fact 
that historic sites do not generate reve-
nues and in fact incur management costs 
for Sealaska.

Five regional and five village Native cor-
porations brought resolutions to their 
shareholders to vote on the issuance of 
stock to Natives born after 1971. In casting 
their vote, shareholders were, in essence, 
asked to choose between the group rights 
of Native societies and the individual rights 
of Western societies. The decision wheth-
er to enroll new shareholders also pitted fi-
nancial gain against cultural values, as sell-
ing more stock would dilute stock value for 
the original shareholders, resulting in de-
creased future dividends.

In the end, several corporations voted for 
group rights over individual gain. The adop-
tion of resolutions allowing for the enroll-
ment of shareholder descendants provides 
a concrete, quantifiable measure of the per-
sistence of Native cultural values and the 
rejection of Western values. For example, 
Sealaska–whose tribal shareholders have 
had the longest continuous contact with 
Western society and who might therefore 
be assumed to be the most assimilated–
voted in 2007 with more than 56 percent of 
the voting shares to enroll Natives born af-
ter 1971. Moreover, they extended this right 
in perpetuity. To date, Sealaska’s enroll-
ment has increased from roughly sixteen 
thousand shareholders prior to the vote to 
more than twenty-two thousand. Further 
quantifiable evidence of the persistence of 
Native values is that Sealaska shareholders 
voted in 2009 by an overwhelming majori-
ty of 76 percent of voting shares to give El-
ders one hundred additional shares. This 
followed on an earlier action to give each 
Sealaska Elder $2,000 upon reaching the 
age of sixty-five.

ancsa has been amended multiple times 
to accommodate the desires and cultural 
values of Alaska Natives. In yielding to Alas-
ka Natives and supporting amendments to 
ancsa–notably the 1991 amendments–
Congress has for now relented in its initial 
objective to use ancsa as a means to assim-
ilate Alaska Natives. 

Native corporations have served as the 
primary framework for achieving eco-
nomic prosperity for Alaska Natives, but 
poverty has not been eliminated for this 
demographic. Furthermore, tensions be-
tween resource development and subsis-
tence land use have arisen throughout al-
most every region. A number of regional 
corporations have adopted policies that 
address protection of land and resources 
against adverse development impacts. In 
some instances, Native corporations have 
opposed development activities despite the 
potential financial gain. Perhaps the most 
widely known is Pebble Mine, a project to 
build one of the largest open-pit mines in 
North America in the Bristol Bay region, 
the heartland of one of the largest wild 
sockeye salmon fisheries. The Bristol Bay 
Native Corporation has taken a strong po-
sition against the proposed mine.20

Native cultures have persisted in vary-
ing degrees among the different cultur-
al groups, but it is also evident that Alas-
ka Native Corporations have contributed 
in many ways to the survival and even re-
emergence of Native cultures and languag-
es. First, Natives who were born after 1971 
are now enrolled as shareholders of ten re-
gional and village corporations. In addition 
to their cultural identity, Natives also iden-
tify themselves by citing their member-
ship in a corporation. ancs have also se-
lected historic and sacred sites in their title 
agreements that remain important to Na-
tives despite the fact that they do not pro-
vide economic benefits. Corporate leaders 
sought the enactment of federal legislation 
recognizing ancs as tribes in order to se-
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cure special statutory rights and benefits. 
ancs also provide financial support to the 
afn, whose primary mission is the protec-
tion of Native rights and culture. Native 
corporations also support cultural and ed-
ucational affiliate organizations that pro-
vide educational and cultural benefits. Fi-
nally, Native corporations have consistent-
ly supported the protection of subsistence 
hunting and fishing rights, which are the 
underlying basis of Native culture. 

William Hensley, a prominent Alaska 
Native leader, has contended that the ulti-

mate long-term goal has been to preserve 
a sense of tribal spirit and identity among 
shareholders in order to maintain owner-
ship of the land, arguing that “once there 
is no connection between shares and one’s 
heritage, that will be the end of Alaska Na-
tives.” While ancsa undoubtedly contrib-
uted to the assimilation of many Natives 
into Western society, Alaska Native cor-
porations have contributed to the cultur-
al persistence of Alaska Native societies.
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Making ‘Aha: Independent Hawaiian 
Pasts, Presents & Futures

Noelani Goodyear-Ka̒ opua & Bryan Kamaoli Kuwada

Abstract: We use Hawaiian methods of knowledge production to weave together contemporary and histor-
ical instances of Kanaka Maoli (Native Hawaiian) political resistance to U.S. imperialism and settler co-
lonialism. Our departure point is the summer of 2014, when hundreds of Kānaka came forward to assert 
unbroken Hawaiian sovereignty and reject a U.S. Department of Interior (DOI) proposal to create a path-
way for federal recognition of a reorganized Native Hawaiian governing entity. This essay situates testimo-
nies from these hearings within a longer genealogy of Kanaka assertions of “ea” (sovereignty, life, breath) 
against the prolonged U.S. military occupation of Hawai̒ i that began in 1898 and extends to the present.

He wen
look up again
you know
only the eyes move kine
putting one more
strand of coconut fiber
on to the kaula
he make one
fast twist
and said
The Kaula of our people
is 2,000 years old
boy
some time . . . good
some time . . . bad
some time . . . strong
some time . . . sad
but most time
us guys
just like this rope
one by one
strand by strand
we become the memory of our people
and we still growing.

 –ʻĪmaikalani Kalahele, “Make Rope”1
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Kānaka Maoli, like the original nations 
of Turtle Island (an Indigenous name for 
North America), have faced forces of geno-
cide at levels that can be characterized as 
apocalyptic. But still we rise. Our peoples 
continue to face (mis)representation as 
vestiges of a quickly fading and irrelevant 
past, but we know this is not our story. So 
often such discourses are tactics for expro-
priating Indigenous lands, waters, and cre-
ative capacities. In this essay, we focus in-
stead on different stories. We aim to intro-
duce readers to stories of Native Hawaiian 
future-making, drawing on nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century Kanaka Maoli ar-
chives, which are among the largest Indig-
enous-language archives in the Americas.

In a collection on North American Indig-
enous peoples, it is important to clarify that 
Native Hawaiians are not Native Ameri-
cans. The category of “Hawaiian” signals 
both indigeneity and nationality. When we 
say we are Native Hawaiian, we mean that 
Kānaka Maoli are the autochthonous peo-
ple of the archipelago known as Hawaiʻi. 
Kānaka Maoli make up about one-fifth of 
the population in Hawaiʻi at present, and 
about 40 percent of our people live out-
side of the islands. When we say Native 
Hawaiians are not Native Americans, we 
are therefore also referencing an ongoing 
struggle to (re)recognize Hawaiʻi’s nation-
al sovereignty and contest U.S. claims to 
Hawaiian soil and waters. 

Historically, “Hawaiian” is not only an 
ethnic or geographic identity, but a nation-
al one. By the late 1800s, the independent 
Hawaiian Kingdom government was recog-
nized by all the major powers of the world, 
including the United States of America, 
which honored Hawaiian independence 
and entered into treaties and conventions 
with the Hawaiian government from 1826 
to 1893. The Hawaiian Kingdom had its 
own national school system and boasted 
a literacy rate as high, if not higher, than 
all the major world powers of the time; it 

also established over ninety legations and 
consulates in cities around the world. Ha-
waiʻi’s national government exercised its 
authority over a multiethnic citizenry, in-
cluding people from various backgrounds 
naturalized to Hawaiian citizenship and 
Kānaka Maoli, who composed a large ma-
jority of the archipelago’s population until 
well after the United States began its pro-
longed and ongoing occupation. A signif-
icant portion–though not all–of Native 
Hawaiian people today continue to assert 
that we are not American. In this essay, we 
discuss examples of independent Hawaiian 
futurities, as articulated by Kānaka Maoli 
of different eras. 

Futurities are ways that groups imag-
ine and produce knowledge about fu-
tures; thus futurities shape the horizons 
of possibility for specific futures. We see 
Indigenous futurities as practices of fu-
ture-making that often disrupt the linear-
ity of Western liberal-democratic under-
standings of temporality.2 We foreground 
Kanaka Maoli enactments of relationali-
ties of times and places that transcend set-
tler temporalities and mappings, expres-
sions that posit preferred Kanaka Maoli fu-
tures over U.S.-imperial ones. 

The form of this essay aims to cultivate a 
Kanaka Maoli futurity that strengthens re-
lations between Kānaka living, passed, and 
yet-to-come. The metaphor of making rope, 
or ̒ aha, aptly describes our method and ob-
jective. The Hawaiian word ̒ aha has numer-
ous meanings: an assembly; a millipede; a 
needlefish; a design for garments; a ceremo-
ny for investing authority in a leader; and–
most relevant to our essay–sennit rope that 
can be made from plant fibers, human hair, 
or animal intestines. ̒ Aha cord provided the 
material basis for countless functional ele-
ments of the complex society our ancestors 
developed in the Hawaiian Islands. Hous-
es, canoes, tools, water containers, weap-
ons, drums, burial goods, and symbols of 
chiefly rank: all of these and more depend-
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ed on ʻaha. Anthropologist Scott Kekuewa 
Kikiloi discusses the ways that the ̒ aha cord 
and ceremony were historically formalized 
in rituals with direct connections to natural 
cycles. Over time the ʻaha–as material ob-
ject, metaphor, and prophesying practice–
became a central means of legitimizing Ha-
waiian political leadership. Kikiloi explains 
that the ʻaha cord and ceremony “came to 
symbolize a historical record between the 
ancestors and their descendants,” such that 
political and spiritual power were not “ac-
cumulated within a single individual, but . . .  
continually accrued (or lost) over the span 
of generations.” Thus, the ʻaha ritual cycle 
supported self-determined Hawaiian po-
litical leadership that brought people to-
gether around common interests and that 
was “sanctioned by the ancestors in the af-
terlife.”3 The ʻĪmaikalani Kalahele poem 
that opens this essay similarly implies that 
rope-making symbolizes the collective 
strength and survivance of Kānaka Maoli, 
and it is with such genealogical strands that 
we make our futures.

In September 2016, the U.S. Department 
of the Interior (doi) under the Obama ad-
ministration released its final rule setting 
out the procedures for establishing “a for-
mal government-to-government relation-
ship with the Native Hawaiian communi-
ty,” within the confines of U.S. domestic 
law and subject to the plenary power of the 
U.S. Congress.4 Representatives of the state 
and federal governments lauded the rule 
as a historic step toward reconciliation. A 
relationship established under this rule, 
however, would be a fundamental break 
from history, as it would create a domestic- 
dependent quasi-sovereign nation out of a 
country previously recognized as indepen-
dent. As the rule itself made clear, a new 
relationship “would have very different 
characteristics from the government-to- 
government relationship that formerly ex-
isted with the Kingdom of Hawaiʻi.”5

As we discuss above, the Kingdom of 
Hawaiʻi was a thriving sovereign coun-
try composed of a multiethnic citizenry 
in which aboriginal people were the ma-
jority. But in 1898, five years after militarily 
supporting an illegal coup by White sugar 
businessmen in what then-President Gro-
ver Cleveland later described as “an act 
of war,” the United States seized politi-
cal control and roughly 1.8 million acres 
of Hawaiian national lands without the 
consent of the Hawaiian people. Since that 
time, not a single acre has been returned to 
Hawaiian sovereign control. The growing 
contemporary Hawaiian sovereignty and 
independence movement sees the ongoing 
occupation of Hawaiian land as a continu-
ation of that original act of war. 

There were no large-scale celebrations 
across the Hawaiian archipelago when the 
doi released its 2016 rule, opening a door-
way for federal recognition of a Native 
Hawaiian governing entity. This reaction 
might have seemed unusual compared to 
American Indian nations that have strug-
gled for such recognition. As scholars of 
U.S. federal recognition have noted, since 
the United States established its current 
procedures for formal acknowledgment of 
Indian tribes in 1978, some tribes have in-
vested decades of labor and millions of dol-
lars into their petitions for federal recogni-
tion because they felt their peoples’ surviv-
al was dependent upon it.6 In contrast, the 
doi’s final rule on Native Hawaiians was 
not the product of a long-fought, broad-
based struggle by Kānaka Maoli for feder-
al recognition; this recognition does not 
encompass the full sovereignty that many 
Native Hawaiians wish to reclaim. Howev-
er, it must be said that some Native Hawai-
ian leaders with institutional power with-
in the settler-state government have vigor-
ously supported U.S. federal recognition.

In the summer of 2014, the Department 
of the Interior sent representatives to Ha-
waiʻi to conduct public hearings on the pro-



52 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Making ‘Aha: 
Independent 

Hawaiian 
Pasts, Presents 

& Futures

posed rule. It was the first time the U.S. gov-
ernment held any public hearings in Ha-
waiʻi on federal recognition in well over a 
decade. At the fifteen doi-led sessions held 
on six islands that summer, Kānaka packed 
auditoriums and school cafeterias in stand-
ing-room-only crowds. Speakers were lim-
ited to just three minutes of testimony each, 
and voices poured out like rain on a thin 
metal rooftop, even though advance notice 
on the proposed rule-making had been is-
sued only days earlier. A stunning majori-
ty of the oral testimonies at each consul-
tation asserted Hawaiian independence. 
When the doi responded a year later 
with its Notice of Proposed Rule-Making,  
the notice completely marginalized these 
Kanaka voices, failing even to list a count of 
the oral testimonies. In this essay, we pull 
out a few of these voices and intertwine 
them with those of Kānaka from earlier 
times who expressed similar commitments 
to Hawaiian nationhood and visions for in-
dependent futures.

I’m really confused about why you’re here in the 
first place, as I’m sure a lot of our people are. If 
you knew just a little bit about our nation’s histo-
ry and your nation’s history and relationship with 
our nation, then you would see, like so many peo-
ple have already been saying, that you have no ju-
risdiction here. And so I don’t really feel a need to 
answer your questions in the first place, but be-
cause I know how your nation does things, I will 
say no, no, no, no, no . . . you have to go back and 
talk to the people who have the power in your na-
tion. Or better yet, you know, if you want to give 
up your citizenship and come and join us, I’m sure 
we can talk story about that.

–Shavonn Matsuda, Hāna, Maui, 2014

Hawaiian futurities as articulated in 
the contemporary Hawaiian-sovereignty 
movement have typically operated on a log-
ic of inclusive, nonviolent change through 
the power of education. In 1990, one could 
hardly say the words “Hawaiian” and “sov-

ereignty” together in polite conversation: 
people would react as though you had ut-
tered profanity. But massive educational 
efforts to uncover the history of Hawaiian 
independence shifted the political grounds 
on which Kānaka stood. Over the past few 
decades, such education has taken place 
at both institutional and grassroots levels, 
drawing on elders’ experiential knowledge 
as well as on the research of Kanaka Maoli 
scholars. As a direct result of these pedagogi-
cal efforts, grassroots Hawaiian movements 
refusing recognition frameworks and assert-
ing Hawaiian independence have grown in 
the new millennium, particularly in the face 
of proposed federal recognition legislation. 

Too often, refusals are interpreted as com-
plete withdrawals of any possible partici-
pation in a future. But we highlight those 
Kānaka who articulated a politics of refus-
al in 2014 precisely because we are interest-
ed in the ways in which refusals can also be 
forms of futurity.7 In the 2014 hearings, we 
can see a style of thinking about the relation-
ship between the past, present, and future of 
an independent Hawaiʻi that relies on a log-
ic of continuity. The oral testimonies are but 
one practice of bringing such a future into 
being by asserting the knowledge of connec-
tions to a sovereign past. Knowledge about 
Hawaiian pasts and presents fuels a repudi-
ation of settler-state attempts to rein in Ha-
waiian independent futures and to contain 
them within what K. Tsianina Lomawaima 
and Teresa McCarty have called “safety 
zones”: settler state–sanctioned spaces in 
which some aspects of Indigenous culture 
can be practiced as long as they do not dis-
rupt or threaten settler society.8 For a large 
segment of the Hawaiian movement and of 
the hundreds who testified in 2014, federal 
recognition is seen as such a mechanism of 
containment. Refusal of that containment is 
not only about assertions of political auton-
omy, but also about rejecting unsustainable 
ways of relating to the natural world. Hawai-
ian independent futurities assemble practic-
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es of aloha‘āina (love for the land) that assert 
that our ability to sustain generation after 
generation requires healthier relationships 
with our lands and waters. 

We derive our strength from our ‘āina, and it 
is our deep aloha for our ‘āina that is the foun-
dation for our liberation. We know our past, as 
you have seen over the past week and tonight, and 
while the U.S. may be part of our presence by its 
own power, its utter disregard for the well-being 
of our ‘āina and lāhui has deemed it necessary 
that we envision and enact a future for our chil-
dren and grandchildren, in which our nation, ka 
lāhui kanaka, thrives independent of the United 
States again. “‘A‘ole mea ‘oi aku o ka waiwai e 
like me ke kanaka i noho kū‘oko‘a no ke aloha 
i kona ‘āina.” These are the words of our great 
Hawaiian independence leader from Puna, Jo-
seph Nāwahī. There is nothing of greater value 
than Kānaka living independently for the aloha 
of our ‘āina. This is the political consciousness of 
our kūpuna, this is the foundation of our nation. 

–No‘eau Peralto, Keaukaha, Hawai‘i, 2014

One of the most enduring strands of our 
ʻaha is aloha ʻāina, and Joseph Nāwahī is a 
name that always comes up when Kāna-
ka of the present speak about this concept. 
Nāwahī was a painter, politician, newspa-
per editor, lawyer, and orator who was once 
described by Queen Liliʻuokalani as “a man 
who fearlessly advocated the independence 
of Hawaiʻi Nei.”9

Since the emergence of the sugar indus-
try in the mid-nineteenth century, planters 
in the Hawaiian kingdom had been pushing 
for an expanded market for their crop. For 
many of them, the logical market was the 
United States, yet import duties put them 
at a disadvantage to American sugar, lead-
ing many to seek annexation to the United 
States. But the majority of Hawaiian peo-
ple were emphatically against such a move. 
When King Kamehameha IV (Alexander Li-
holiho, who ascended to the throne in 1855) 
supported a reciprocity treaty with the Unit-

ed States to relax its import duties on sugar, 
it was not merely a way to provide new mar-
kets for Hawaiʻi sugar planters; it was a tac-
tic to undercut these American-descended 
businessmen’s push for annexation. 

The treaty came close to passing in several 
legislative sessions, but concerns over such 
a treaty’s effect on domestic industry and a 
lack of clear benefit to the United States kept 
it from passing. What finally piqued U.S. in-
terest in the 1870s was the possible cession 
of Puʻuloa (an important and productive 
estuary and fishery that is now often called 
Pearl Harbor). Puʻuloa was the best option 
for a deep-draft harbor in the Northern Pa-
cific, and the U.S. military eyed it as the key 
to maritime control of the Pacific region. 

In 1872 Nāwahī was elected to the Ha-
waiian Kingdom House of Representatives 
to represent his home district of Puna. 
Nāwahī’s election came in the midst of the 
debate over the Reciprocity Treaty, and his 
staunch and consistent opposition to the 
treaty and the possible cession of Puʻuloa 
brought his voice to the fore as a champi-
on of Hawaiian independence. After much 
negotiation and the passing of three mon-
archs, the treaty was ratified in 1876 with-
out the cession of Puʻuloa and was set to 
go into effect pending the passage of a cor-
responding U.S. law. 

That year, in a last-ditch attempt to stop 
the treaty, a small bloc of Hawaiian legisla-
tors called for the Hawaiian Kingdom House 
to have the final say over the treaty’s lan-
guage. In a fiery and impassioned speech, 
Nāwahī exhorted his fellow legislators to 
recognize that what was at stake was great-
er than prosperity for plantation owners:

He wahi aupuni ko kākou i makaleho ̒ ia e nā 
Haole e lilo no lākou, akā, ua hoka wale nŌ 
ia mau hoʻāʻo ʻana a pau. He nui wale nŌ nā 
hoʻāʻo ̒ ana a lākou i loko o nā makahiki i hala 
aku nei, aʻo ka hāʻawi ʻana iā Puʻuloa kā lāk-
ou hana hope loa i hoʻāʻo ai, a nele ihola. Akā, 
ʻānŌ, ke kāpili nei lākou i kiʻi lio lāʻau me ka 
hoʻokomo ʻia o ka ʻenemi i loko.10 
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We are a small nation that the foreigners have cast 
a greedy eye upon, desiring that it pass into their 
possession, yet their efforts have met with only frus-
tration. They have tried over and over again during 
these past years, and the attempted cession of Pu̒ u-
loa was their latest gambit, and nothing came of 
it. But here and now they have given us a wooden 
horse in which our enemies lay in wait.11

Nāwahī’s use of the Trojan horse im-
age implies that Hawaiʻi was under siege 
not just by runaway business interests, but 
by a different model of being. The enemy 
Greeks hiding within the horse were dam-
aging epistemologies and beliefs about 
commodifying and trading land. Kānaka 
Maoli in the late nineteenth century had 
a strong appreciation for Western cultur-
al forms, and some of their governmental 
structures bore similarities to models in-
troduced from the West. Yet Hawaiians of 
the time were also careful to ensure that 
the structures they employed continued 
to allow them to imagine a Hawaiian king-
dom continuing into the future.

In a subsequent legislative session that 
same year, Nāwahī followed up his earlier 
refusal by emphasizing the important rela-
tionship between the kingdom’s embattled 
present and sovereign past, one that pre-
dated European American–introduced un-
derstandings of state sovereignty and na-
tionhood:

ke ‘Ōlelo nei au he ku‘ikahi kā‘ili aupuni a 
kā‘ili pono lāhui kēia e ho‘onele ‘ia ai ka noho 
ali‘i i kona mana kumu mai ka pŌ mai.12

I say to you that this is a nation-snatching treaty, 
one that will steal from us our national rights and 
leave our throne bereft of its foundational mana, 
granted to it from the depths of Pō, the darkness. 

Pō is the fecund and primordial darkness 
from which Hawaiians trace the world’s 
descent. While American Protestant mis-
sionaries and their descendants hammered 
home the metaphorical connection be-

tween darkness and ignorance, evil, and sin, 
many Kānaka Maoli considered (and still 
consider) darkness to be generative, nur-
turing, and creative. In this way, Nāwahī’s 
reference to PŌ as the mana kumu, founda-
tional mana (the power that exists in all 
things), is a reminder that the future flows 
from this darkness of the past. Legitimacy 
stems from the kumu (source) of Hawaiian 
sovereignty, and exceeds Western under-
standings of nation-state sovereignty. De-
scent from PŌ is the reason for the indepen-
dent kingdom’s mana; that independence 
was to be protected to ensure the people’s 
continuance. If futurities are created by 
assembling styles, practices, and logics for 
thinking about the future, Nāwahī was en-
gaging a logic of Hawaiian futurity by evok-
ing PŌ.13 Refusal was the practice that gave 
content to that futurity.

The treaty passed, but the vocal resis-
tance of people like Nāwahī and George 
PilipŌ kept Puʻuloa off the negotiating ta-
ble. After the initial seven-year term of rec-
iprocity expired and the treaty became re-
newable on a year-to-year basis, the Unit-
ed States explicitly presented the exclusive 
use of Puʻuloa as a criterion for renewal. 
On July 6, 1887, a cabal of White militia and 
businessmen compelled King Kalākaua to 
sign a new constitution that severely lim-
ited the powers of his office and disenfran-
chised much of the Kānaka and all of the 
Asian electorate, the majority of whom sup-
ported the mŌ̒ ī (monarch). Unsurprising-
ly, five months later, on December 9, even 
though he had strongly fought the cession 
of Puʻuloa, Kalākaua signed the treaty re-
newal, with an amendment giving the Unit-
ed States exclusive use of Puʻuloa. 

In 1893, Queen Liliʻuokalani, who had 
ascended the throne after her brother Ka-
lākaua’s death, was illegally overthrown 
by a European American–backed cabal. 
At this time, Nāwahī helped found the Hui 
Aloha ʻĀina, a group that worked to re-
store the queen to the throne and oppose 
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annexation, and ran the newspaper Ke Alo-
ha Aina with his wife Emma. A year after the 
overthrow, Nāwahī gave his most celebrat-
ed speech, a stunning call for refusal. Sev-
en thousand people gathered at the Palace 
Square, and when Nāwahī appeared before 
them to great acclaim, he cried out:

Oiai hoi, no kakou ka Hale (Aupuni) e like 
me ka na Kamehameha i kukulu ai; aka, i ka 
la 17 o Ianuari, 1893, ua kipaku ia ae kakou e 
ka poe i aea hele mai, a komo iloko o ko kak-
ou hale; a ke olelo mai nei ia kakou e komo 
aku a e noho iloko o ka hale kaulei a lakou i 
manao ai e kukulu iho a onou aku ia kakou a 
pau e komo aku. O ka’u hoi e olelo aku nei ia 
oukou, e o’u hoa makaainana, mai noho kak-
ou a ae iki. [emphasis added]14

This house of government belongs to us, just as the 
Kamehamehas intended; yet on the 17th of January, 
1893, we were kicked out by wandering trespassers 
who entered our house, and they are telling us to go 
and live in the lei stand that they thought to build and 
shove us into. But what I have to say to you, my be-
loved people, we dare not assent in the slightest! 

Nāwahī called for the audience to know 
their past and refuse to participate in the 
present the foreigners were trying to thrust 
upon them. “Mai noho kākou aʻae iki” was 
not a foreclosure of action, but a call to live 
the alternative, to continue bringing a fu-
ture rooted in PŌ into being. The future 
of the Hawaiian people should not be a lei 
stand, a “safety zone,” but rather the house 
that the Kamehameha chiefly lineage built.

I am here to testify and affirm that the Hawai-
ian Kingdom continues to exist. We are Hawai-
ian subjects, as our kūpuna before us, who signed 
the Kūʻē Petitions of 1897. They laid a firm foun-
dation for us. And all we have to do is remember 
and stand together with courage and let the Unit-
ed States, the State of Hawai̒ i, and the Office of 
Hawaiian Affairs know that we know who we are.

–Leilani Lindsey Kaʻapuni, Keaukaha,  
        Hawai̒ i, 2014

The Kūʻē petitions constituted one of the 
largest acts of refusal in modern Hawai-
ian history, one that inspired many of the 
Kanaka expressions of refusal in the 2014 
doi hearings. After the 1893 overthrow, the  
haole-led provisional government (which 
later declared itself the Republic of Hawaiʻi) 
pushed hard for Hawaiʻi to be annexed to 
the United States. But two Hawaiian po-
litical organizations assured that no trea-
ty of annexation was ever passed. Kuaihel-
ani Campbell, who served as president of 
the women’s branch of the Hui Aloha ʻĀi-
na, was a contemporary of Joseph Nāwahī. 
She was of a chiefly lineage from the island 
of Maui, a fiercely intelligent and financial-
ly astute woman who helped James Camp-
bell build up his estate after their marriage, 
while maintaining her own large estate sep-
arate from the Campbell lands.15 She sup-
ported many elderly Hawaiian pensioners 
through her estate, in addition to paying the 
medical bills of many others who did not 
receive a pension from her directly.16 She 
was mother to Abigail (who became Prin-
cess Kawānanakoa) and Alice Kamoki-
laikawai, both of whom were leaders in 
their own right and played active roles in 
fighting for Hawaiians. She even insisted on 
a prenuptial agreement before she would al-
low her daughter, Abigail, to marry Prince 
David Kawānanakoa.17 

As a young woman, Kuaihelani traveled 
to London and the United States, writing 
about her journey in the Hawaiian-language 
newspaper Ka Nupepa Kuokoa. She referred 
to herself as the “Eueu o Lahaina,” a title 
that evokes a provocateur of sorts: some-
one who stirs people to action or who is 
lively and excited.18 Kuaihelani Campbell 
indeed embodied all of these qualities, and 
she made good use of them as she grew old-
er, particularly when she became the pres-
ident of the Hui Aloha ʻĀina o nā Wāhine 
after 1893. Many different women’s hui (po-
litical groups) sprung up around Hawaiʻi, 
all under the leadership of Kuaihelani and 
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Emma Nāwahī, wife of Joseph Nāwahī and 
leader in her own right. They were a formi-
dable pair, and Liliʻuokalani called the Hui 
Aloha ̒ Āina o nā Wāhine one of the “societ-
ies much dreaded by the oligarchy now rul-
ing Hawaiʻi.”19

Representatives of the haole-led illegiti-
mate government pushed hard for Hawaiʻi 
to be annexed to the United States. In 1897, 
Emma Nāwahī suggested to Kuaihelani that 
both the women’s and the men’s groups 
draft a petition refusing annexation, to be 
sent to President William McKinley.20 That 
kicked off an archipelago-wide effort to gar-
ner signatures from the Hawaiian people. It 
was a massive undertaking, involving Hui 
Aloha ̒ āina members traveling throughout 
the islands and organizing small- and large-
scale community meetings.

One such meeting took place at the Sal-
vation Army Hall in Hilo and was attended 
by the American journalist Miriam Michel-
son, who was writing for the San Francisco 
Call. According to Michelson’s account, the 
hall itself held three hundred people, but 
there was an even larger crowd gathered 
outside. Both Emma Nāwahī and Kuaihel-
ani Campbell got up to address the crowd. 
Nāwahī asked of the crowd: “This land is 
ours–our Hawaiʻi. Say, shall we lose our na-
tionality? Shall we be annexed to the Unit-
ed States?” This was not their imagined fu-
ture, and the crowd shouted out their refus-
al: “ʻAʻole loa! ʻAʻole loa!” Never! Never! 
Then Kuaihelani Campbell spoke: 

Stand firm, my friends. Love of country 
means more to you and to me than anything 
else. Be brave; be strong. Have courage and 
patience. Our time will come. Sign this pe-
tition–those of you who love Hawaiʻi. How 
many–how many will sign?

As she spoke, she raised a gloved hand as-
serting she would refuse the United States 
through her signature, and when she asked 
how many would join her, “in a moment the 
palms of hundreds of hands were turned to-

ward her.” The people of Hilo spoke with 
their words as well as their upraised hands, 
one man crying out from the back: “I speak 
for those behind me. They cannot come 
in–they cannot speak. They tell me to say, 
‘No annexation. Never.’”21

Though it was perhaps true that some of 
those gathered in Hilo were unable to speak 
at the meeting, they along with the vast ma-
jority of the Hawaiian population made 
their voices heard when the petitions were 
forwarded to the U.S. Congress. Michel-
son observed: “There are 100,000 people 
on the islands. Of these not 3 per cent have 
declared for annexation. To the natives the 
loss of nationality is hateful, abhorrent.” 
The petition made this abhorrence clear, 
as twenty-one thousand men and women 
out of a population of forty thousand had 
signaled their refusal on the Hui Aloha ̒ Āi-
na petitions.22

Kuaihelani Campbell remained in Ha-
waiʻi, but representatives of the Hui Alo-
ha ʻĀina traveled to Washington, D.C., to 
present the petitions and succeeded in de-
feating the treaty. In its report, the Senate 
Committee on Foreign Relations echoed 
Michelson’s earlier observation, pointing 
out that “if a requirement should be made 
by the United States of a plebiscite to deter-
mine the question of annexation, it would 
work a revolution in Hawaiʻi which would 
abolish its constitution.”23 The very next 
year, supposedly out of wartime necessity, 
Congress took this advice to heart and “an-
nexed” Hawaiʻi through the Newlands Res-
olution, a joint resolution of Congress that 
skipped the plebiscite and required only a 
simple majority vote to pass. 

Kuaihelani Campbell and the other pres-
idents of the Hui Aloha ʻĀina and the Hui 
Kālaiʻāina protested the Newlands Resolu-
tion in a lengthy declaration, part of which 
reads:

Ma ke ano hoi he poe elele no kekahi mahele 
nui a ikaika o na kanaka Hawaiʻi oiwi maoli 
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ke kue aku nei makou ma ka manao kulipo-
lipo kukonukonu loa i ka hoohuiia mai ma 
ke ano i manaoia a me ka ui ole ia mai hoi a 
loaa aku paha hoi ka ae ana o ka lahuikana-
ka o ko Hawaiʻi Paeaina nei.

Whereas we are representatives of a large and pow-
erful segment of the native Hawaiian population, 
we hereby refuse with the deepest and most profound 
sentiment this annexation as it stands, having been 
done without the input or consent of the people of 
these Hawaiian Islands.

The U.S. Congress’s final move of simu-
lating annexation through the Newlands 
Resolution is widely held to have been il-
legal. The refusal outlined in this joint dec-
laration undergirds the continuing protest 
against any connection forced upon the 
Hawaiian people by the U.S. government. 

The English translation sounds like a 
much more straightforward refusal, but in 
a manner similar to the earlier speeches by 
Joseph Nāwahī, the Hawaiian text serves 
as more of an exhortation for the listener 
to remember the source of Hawaiian sov-
ereignty rooted deep in PŌ. The word kūli-
polipo, which we translate here somewhat 
narrowly as “deepest sentiment,” in actu-
ality means something more like “stand-
ing in or upon the deepest darkness.” It 
means that Hawaiians feel with the most 
certainty and conviction when they can 
rely on this connection to the darkness 
of PŌ. Until her death in 1908, Kuaihelani 
Campbell held onto her manaʻo kūlipoli-
po and continued to fight for her people, 
refusing to forget our deep connections to 
PŌ and refusing to give up on a vision of 
a sovereign Hawaiʻi in control of its own 
destiny.

It is wonderful to know that one day when I put 
my kino in the ground, that I know that in the 
future, the faces of our young people that’s here 
tonight, I can rest in peace, that you’ve come to-
night to bring your voices, that you will stand for 
the journey that our people have set for you. Your 

life is in–and the life of our people and our na-
tion is in your hands. We trust you, we beg you 
to rise to the moment now and forever. 

–Dawn Wasson, Heʻeia, Oʻahu, 2014

In this essay, we have collected facts of 
history, voices of past and present Kāna-
ka Maoli, to make rope connecting past 
and present narratives of Hawaiian sov-
ereignty. In our language, the general term 
for history and story is the same: moʻolelo. 
Moʻolelo weave past into present to help 
us envision futures that, to some, may 
seem unrealistic or unthinkable–these 
are practices of Hawaiian futurity. 

Seneca scholar Mishuana Goeman 
writes, “The stories that connect Native 
people to the land and form their relation-
ships to the land and one another are much 
older than colonial governments. . . . Sto-
ries create the relationships that have made 
communities strong even through numer-
ous atrocities and injustices.”24 Such sto-
ries, as Indigenous futurities, are practic-
es of liberation. 

one by one
strand by strand
we become the memory of our people
and we still growing.
We cultivate
strength under duress
inner bark of unbreakable fibers
dried and bleached in mountain sun
impervious to the salt of sea
does not kink or stretch
will not break when tested
when put under load
when encircling water
when fine mesh grasps feathers
or long line grasps warrior fish
this ʻaha is strength
the question is not whether
to break or to hold,
but what to carry
ʻaha
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the thread running through ancestral ways of life
cord to sew together cracks running up wooden bowls
netting to equalize the weight of two full containers of water 
lashing for our houses, our canoes, our drums 
ʻaha,
cord, turned hand over hand, deft fingers
extending mana
ʻaha,
ceremony, completed to perfection
ritual binding us to this land.25
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Genetic Ancestry Testing with Tribes: 
Ethics, Identity & Health Implications

Nanibaa’ A. Garrison

Abstract: Genetic ancestry tests have gained in popularity across the United States as more Americans seek 
answers about their ancestral past. The tests have been used to verify or dispute family stories about ances-
tors or to allow people to seek a sense of belonging with a particular tribe or community. They can also be 
useful in medical research to identify genetic variants across populations. At the same time, assumptions 
about genetic testing–and the very idea of a “genetic” identity–pose challenges for communities that are 
defined in terms of political, social, and cultural identities. This essay explores a range of uses of ancestry 
tests and their potential implications for Native American tribes and communities. It concludes that the sci-
entific and recreational use of genetic ancestry testing continues to increase over time, but limitations of the 
consistency of results across platforms and the generalizability of knowledge remain. 

In June 2016, Senator Elizabeth Warren’s claims to 
Native American ancestry were challenged by a polit-
ical rival, Scott Brown, who publicly urged her to take 
a genetic ancestry test in order to “prove” her Native 
American biological origins. Media sources had sug-
gested that Warren had once checked a box indicating 
that she was “Native American,” perhaps to gain race-
based advantage when applying to her faculty posi-
tion at Harvard Law School. Brown and others chal-
lenged Warren on her lack of involvement with Na-
tive American student groups while on campus and 
her lack of formal affiliation with any tribal group or 
organization. Senator Warren explained herself by de-
scribing family stories and an aunt’s claims of Native 
American ancestry, which were based on memories 
of her aunt pointing to a picture of Warren’s grand-
father on the fireplace mantel and noting that he had 
high cheekbones, just “like all the Indians do.”1 

Encapsulated in this episode are four distinct ways 
in which people might claim identities linked to In-
digenous people. Involvement in Native American 
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campus communities might be consid-
ered a social expression of identity. Formal 
tribal affiliation should properly be seen 
as a political expression. Pointing to high 
cheekbones in the picture on the mantel 
makes an argument resting on certain cul-
tural assumptions. And Brown’s demand 
that Warren take a test reveals a new vari-
ation–genetic identity–on the old theme 
of race and blood quantum.

Tribal enrollment typically rests on both 
blood-quantum requirements and demon-
strable genealogical connections to ances-
tors who appeared on tribal rolls and cen-
suses. Blood quantum refers to the individual 
having a certain “fraction” of Native Amer-
ican “blood,” and itself is a legacy of Amer-
ican racialism inherited by tribes in need 
of ways to define membership. Traditional 
methods of searching for ancestors and cal-
culating blood quantum have relied upon 
genealogy, the study of family histories and 
ancestral lineages through historical doc-
umentation (including census data, fam-
ily diaries, surname searches of birth and 
death records, and other sources). But in-
dividuals who are interested in research-
ing their family history through genea-
logical information run into limits when 
the paper trail ends.2 Wanting to seek sci-
entific validation for oral stories that are 
passed down from one generation to the 
next, many Americans are now turning to 
genetic ancestry tests to learn something 
about their family pasts. 

The media attention focused on Senator 
Warren not only helped fuel Americans’ 
growing interest in using genetic testing to 
prove or dispute alleged relationships to an-
cestral pasts, but also raised concerns about 
the distinction between biological and so-
cial ties that might be used to demonstrate 
belonging to a community. Given the cur-
rent limits of the science, a genetic test 
alone cannot validate or dispute Warren’s 
claims. And what if it could? How might a 
genetic claim matter to the navigation of 

tribal membership criteria? How might it 
matter in other contexts? 

Genetic genealogy utilizes scientific tools 
to examine a person’s biological lineage in 
order to uncover links to other contempo-
rary peoples’ ancestors and hopefully glean 
information about the person’s family his-
tory and lineage. Such testing may provide 
additional clues in both research and rec-
reational contexts. Genetic ancestry tests 
may be able to reveal relationships between 
close biological relatives, suggest more dis-
tant population affiliations, or even con-
firm a suspected relationship with an an-
cestor. People around the world have tak-
en pleasure in adding a genetics element to 
their genealogical pursuits.

But genetic ancestry test results’ potential 
implications extend much further than an 
individual’s interpretations of the data. The 
results could impact how genetics is used in 
health care, influence how people choose to 
identify while filling out the U.S. Census, af-
fect whether individuals seek out tribal re-
sources, and shape the way individuals re-
port their race or ethnicity, which in turn 
could affect the availability of federal funds 
for services. Some people are thought to use 
the results of genetic ancestry tests to seek 
race-based admissions to universities or to 
apply for scholarships.3 

Taking a test is simple: one will typical-
ly spit into a tube to collect a saliva sample 
or use a swab to gently scrape off a buccal 
sample from their inner cheek, then send 
the sample to a genetic ancestry company. 
The company then extracts dna from the 
sample to examine it using a set of genetic 
markers that infer ancestral origins. Ances-
trydna and other companies often convert 
the results into a narrative that seems de-
finitive, leading customers to claim to un-
derstand themselves after discovering pre-
viously unknown connections to, say, the 
Mediterranean or the Middle East or Afri-
ca. But as I have suggested, Scott Brown was 
wrong: genetic ancestry tests are not robust 
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enough to provide an answer about Senator 
Warren’s specific claims to Native Amer-
ican ancestry. Why not? First, let’s take a 
look at how the tests work and what their 
scientific limitations are. Then we will ex-
amine the social and political ramifications 
of the use of such tests. 

Scientific analyses using genetic ances-
try markers have been conducted in human 
population studies in order to understand 
a number of scientific questions, including 
the underlying population genetic differ-
ences for health and medicine, the evolu-
tionary history of humans, and worldwide 
human migration patterns. Genetic ances-
try tests rely on statistical analyses to make 
inferences about a person’s ancestral past. 
The tests examine the dna markers (which 
are coded as base pairs A, C, G, and T) along 
each of the chromosomes and compare 
them against one another and against in-
formation from proprietary databases. 

Genetic ancestry testing can encompass 
a broad variety of tests available within the 
laboratory setting and on the consumer 
marketplace. These tests typically include 
analyses with one of three types of genet-
ic tests: mitochondrial dna (mtdna), Y- 
chromosome dna, and autosomal (non-
sex chromosome) dna. Although no test 
can be used to analyze all types of dna, spe-
cific tests may be used to glean information 
from a single ancestral line (through analy- 
ses of mtdna and Y-chromosomes) or to 
uncover broader information regarding 
multiple potential ancestral backgrounds 
(through analyses of autosomal dna). 

What are the distinctions between the 
three types of tests? First, because mtdna  
and Y-chromosome dna are not subject 
to recombination (where genetic contri-
butions from each parent are mixed up at 
each generation), large sections of dna are 
largely unchanged from one generation to 
the next. The mtdna tests examine cer-
tain haplotypes, or groups of dna markers, 

that are passed largely unchanged from one 
generation to the next through the mater-
nal line. Certain mtdna haplogroups are  
found more commonly in some populations 
than others and have been used to suggest 
certain ancestral relationships. For exam-
ple, mtdna haplogroup L is found most fre-
quently in people of African descent and is 
thus thought to have originated in Africa. 
Similarly, mtdna haplogroup A is one of the 
main haplogroups in Indigenous Americans. 
A result that shows haplogroup A would 
thus suggest that a person has ancestry trac-
ing to the Americas. Because mtdna is only 
inherited from the mother, it can only reveal 
ancestry about the maternal ancestral line 
(for instance, a mother’s mother’s mother). 
Similarly, Y-chromosome dna tests exam-
ine the haplogroups of the Y-chromosome, 
which is passed through the paternal line 
from father to son. Females, however, do not 
have Y-chromosomes, but may learn about 
their paternal lineage through the genetic 
testing of biologically close male relatives, 
such as a brother or father. The Y-chromo-
some would only reveal ancestry about the 
paternal ancestral line (for example, a fa-
ther’s father’s father). 

The third test–autosomal dna–has be-
come the dna test of choice due to its wide 
coverage of genes across the entire genome. 
Because it is not restricted to the mtdna or 
Y-chromosome, autosomal dna may of-
fer insights into more ancestors than just 
direct ancestors on the maternal or pater-
nal lines (as mtdna analyses and Y-chro-
mosome analyses do, respectively). Au-
tosomal dna is inherited from both the 
mother and father and comes from non-
sex chromosomes that are subject to re-
combination events that take place with 
each new generation. With each recombi-
nation event, different chromosome seg-
ments containing genetic markers are ran-
domly selected and passed on to the off-
spring. Because autosomal dna comes 
from both parents, it can reveal informa-
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tion from all ancestors going back sever-
al generations. 

These genome-wide ancestry tests rely on 
a collection of genetic markers from auto-
somal dna that show significant allelic fre-
quency variation across populations (on the 
order of 30 to 50 percent), and use bioin-
formatic tools to estimate biogeographi-
cal ancestry. For example, a genetic mark-
er that is found at a very high frequency in 
one population but not in other populations 
can help indicate which population a per-
son is likely to be from. One marker alone 
is not enough to assert any ancestral ties, 
however; published studies examine as few 
as thirty-four and up to several thousand 
markers together to increase the granular-
ity and confidence of presumed ancestry.4 
These collections of markers are known as 
Ancestry Informative Markers (aims). Sig-
nificant computing power is required to sta-
tistically analyze large numbers of aims to 
generate probabilities. These probabilities 
may provide a higher-confidence estimate 
of where a person is likely to “be from,” 
based on shared ancestry with other people 
in the reference populations. With the ad-
vent of whole-exome or genome sequenc-
ing technologies, scientists are able to use 
a larger collection of markers with a wid-
er range of frequency variation to achieve 
higher granularity across populations. 

aims account for genetic recombination: 
that is, the ways that the genetic contribu-
tions from each parent are shuffled at ev-
ery generation. Each chromosomal seg-
ment containing genetic variants such as 
aims originates from one of the parents and 
is passed down from one generation to the 
next. Thus, each segment is tied to larger 
population ancestral histories. Geneticists 
are able to analyze the genetic variation 
across chromosomal segments to estimate 
the geographic origin of one’s ancestors. 
For example, one chromosomal segment 
containing aims at high frequencies in one 
population would indicate a shared ances-

tor from another population in the same 
geographic region and is thus an indicator 
of shared or similar ancestral background. 
Some chromosomal segments might be de-
rived from populations with common an-
cestors originating in Africa, whereas other 
segments might be traced to populations in 
Europe or Asia. Genetic ancestry tests use 
and make predictions about a person’s an-
cestry based on comparisons of their genet-
ic variation with other modern-day popu-
lations. Researchers use these tests to the-
orize about human migration patterns, as 
well as to examine how human populations 
have changed over time and how they dif-
fer at the molecular level. 

23andMe, Ancestrydna, and African An-
cestry are among the direct-to-consumer 
(dtc) genetic testing companies offering 
genetic testing kits to consumers interested 
in seeking information about their ancestry 
through scientific means.5 Some dtc com-
panies have proprietary social-media net-
works on which consumers can use their 
results to connect with others who may 
help them identify close relatives or dis-
tant kin based on shared genetic markers. 
These ancestry companies process and an-
alyze samples by utilizing their own data-
bases of genetic markers and reference sam-
ples originating from different populations. 
Because each company uses distinct data-
sets, the same type of test may produce dif-
ferent results across companies. Consumers 
of ancestry tests who submit their dna to 
multiple companies may receive different–
and sometimes contradictory–sets of re-
sults. In one case, a test by African Ancestry 
suggested that Oprah Winfrey had ances-
try tracing to the Zulu in South Africa, yet 
in a different analysis a few years later, the 
results suggested she has 8 percent Native 
American and 3 percent East Asian ancestry 
and that 89 percent of her African ancestry 
does trace to sub-Saharan Africa, but not to 
the Zulu people.6 In a 2006 study, law pro-
fessor Henry Greely examined variation in 
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results across sixteen companies and found 
that the companies offered a wide array of 
different platforms, each generating slight-
ly different approaches and results.7 Statis-
tical estimates of ancestry are themselves 
based on probabilities that leave room for 
error. In 2003, the General Accounting Of-
fice reported submitting the same dna 
sample for ten different tests to four dif-
ferent testing companies and found the re-
sults to be contradictory and inconsistent 
with one another.8 

Current genetic ancestry databases are 
limited by the composition of individuals 
and populations sampled in a given geo-
graphic area, a fact that has particular con-
sequences for Indigenous peoples, who are 
often woefully underrepresented in genet-
ic test companies’ databases. The individ-
uals who are sampled do not necessarily 
reflect the entire genetic diversity within 
a geographic area, as they may lack com-
mon genetic variants or, on the other hand, 
possess rare genetic variants not found in 
the rest of the population. This limitation 
is of particular concern because lack of 
representation of genetic diversity with-
in the databases may lead to inaccurate 
or inconsistent conclusions for test-tak-
ers. Most studies of genetic ancestry have 
been conducted in people of European 
descent, for example, and some ancestry 
tests have been able to pinpoint a country 
of origin if all four grandparents are from 
the same country. However, the lack of 
representation of Indigenous peoples in 
genetic research studies–which has de-
creased from 0.06 percent in 2009 to 0.05 
percent in 2016–limits the generalizabil-
ity of knowledge about Indigenous popu-
lations.9 In other words, a genetic genea-
logical claim to be Native American rests 
on a much less robust genetic data set and 
is therefore much less reliable than a find-
ing about European ancestry.

Many people who seek results from ge-
netic ancestry tests to validate a claim of 

having a great-great-great Native Amer-
ican grandparent will likely have very lit-
tle usable information. With each genera-
tion, a child inherits about half of their ge-
nomic information from their mother and 
half from their father. Thus, one-half of a 
person’s genome comes from one parent. 
Going back to the next generation, one-
fourth of a person’s genome would come 
from a grandparent and one-eighth from 
each great-grandparent. Thus, one-thirty- 
second would go back five generations and 
account for 3.125 percent of the inherited 
genetic information. If a person was inter-
ested in using an ancestry test to validate 
a claim of a great-great-great grandparent, 
the test would need to be robust and accu-
rate enough to pick out a small portion of 
Native American ancestral contributions 
from across the genome. 

Despite these issues, the market for an-
cestry testing companies has grown, with 
advertisements frequently appearing on so-
cial media and in newspapers, broadcasted 
on television, and even plastered on a zep-
pelin. Consumers without knowledge of the 
limitations of genetic ancestry tests, howev-
er, overinterpret the results, believing they 
represent the missing information about the 
consumers’ identity, or as the “most accu-
rate” information about their identity de-
spite potentially conflicting familial his-
tories or documentation. Further, some 
individuals may receive test results that con-
tradict strongly held beliefs about their ge-
netic heritage, or they may receive inconsis-
tent results across different genetic ances-
try companies. Some consumers may not 
be prepared to handle contradictory or in-
consistent results, posing risks to their psy-
chological well-being.

The incorporation of genetic tests is not 
entirely new in the tribal membership con-
text. A few groups or individuals have at-
tempted to use genetic ancestry test results 
as evidence to prove or confirm their rela-
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tionship to an existing tribe. Federally rec-
ognized tribes in the United States have the 
power to determine their own tribal mem-
bership and have different criteria for de-
termining what types of evidence they will 
accept. One notable example of the use of 
genetics to seek tribal membership is the 
Freedmen of the Five Civilized Tribes. The 
Freedmen were descendants of freed Afri-
can American slaves who were once owned 
by the Cherokee or other tribes and, once 
freed, lived and integrated with the Five Civ-
ilized Tribes. After the Civil War, the Cher-
okee Nation signed a treaty that granted its 
former slaves “all the rights of Native Cher-
okees.” In 2011, however, they were disen-
rolled from the Cherokee Nation under the 
claim that they did not have actual Native 
American ancestry tracing back to an ex-
isting tribe. Descendants of the Freedmen 
then tried to utilize genetic tests to demon-
strate a biological link to the tribes.  In gen-
eral, Native American tribes have rejected 
this type of genetic ancestry information in 
tribal citizenship applications.10

Still, results from genetic ancestry tests 
can pose challenges to tribes from individ-
uals who use them to seek a tribal affili-
ation, especially if they have had no pre-
vious connection to the tribe. In deter-
mining membership, most tribes rely on 
proof of direct descent from an enrolled 
tribal member, typically in the form of 
blood-quantum documents. In some cas-
es, individuals seeking tribal membership 
have utilized maternity and paternity ge-
netic testing to demonstrate direct lineage 
with an enrolled parent; for example, to 
grant citizenship if an applicant’s father is 
not listed on a birth certificate or to con-
firm parentage with someone who is en-
rolled in a tribe. Conversely, some tribes 
have used paternity and maternity tests 
to disenroll tribal citizens when suspect-
ed parentage turns out to be false.11 Tribal 
disenrollment may lead to loss of access to 
resources and support, social stigma, de-

nial of identity, and psychological harm. 
Others have used genetic testing to limit 
tribal enrollment eligibility.12 These tests 
are genetic in nature, but are very limited 
in scope and only indicate whether there 
is likely a direct parent-child relationship. 

Can ancestry tests provide enough preci-
sion to specify tribal affiliations? The short 
answer is no. In Native American DNA, Kim 
TallBear describes the limitations of genet-
ic ancestry companies that purport to tell 
someone their percentage of Native an-
cestry and the tensions that these genetic 
results can have in terms of sociocultural 
identities.13 It is far too easy for individuals 
to erroneously cross-map statistically gen-
erated percentages (such as 3 percent Na-
tive American) to the well-established and 
problematic practice of blood-quantum 
measurement (such as one-thirty-second 
Cherokee). While some of the testing com-
panies can certainly test for genetic mark-
ers that are found at much higher frequen-
cies in Native Americans than other groups 
and thus make some predictions about Na-
tive ancestry, the markers are not enough 
to make a definitive claim to Nativeness, 
much less to a specific tribal identity. Of-
ten, I receive emails asking me for advice on 
which dtc test to use to determine Native 
American ancestry. Although I am not in 
the business of making recommendations 
for one ancestry testing company over an-
other, I am particularly concerned if con-
sumers tell me they are seeking out a test 
in order to gather additional evidence that 
their family stories of Native American 
ancestry from a particular tribe are indeed 
true. Despite advances in genetic tests’ ca-
pacity to pinpoint ancestral relationships, 
none of the companies can definitively state 
that ancestral relationships are aligned with 
any particular tribe. No genetic tests can de-
termine tribal affiliation, nor can they de-
finitively prove Native American ancestry. 

As we have seen, the key reason be-
hind these limits is simply that there are 
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not enough data in the databases to make 
strong conclusions. But it is worth inter-
rogating that absence. Obviously, Indig-
enous peoples are a smaller demographic 
presence in most locations–the result of 
centuries of colonialism and violence–so 
there is simply a smaller pool from which to 
draw. It is also the case, however, that Na-
tive Americans have largely refused to par-
ticipate in genetic research related to hu-
man migration and ancestry. The refusal 
took on a powerful salience after activists 
began protesting the Human Genome Di-
versity Project’s efforts to recruit “isolated 
human populations” (in other words, In-
digenous people) before their genetic vari-
ation was “irretrievably lost” through ad-
mixture with other populations.14 The reti-
cence to participate was on the grounds that 
the frame of “irretrievable” and inevitable 
loss reproduced older ideologies that insist-
ed on Native Americans’ vanishing and dis-
appearance. Additionally, the results of such 
projects have offered no direct benefit to the 
tribes or individuals; in that sense, they too 
are colonial in nature. It is also worth noting 
the multiplicity of tribes that exist across 
the United States; most are too small for a 
researcher to recruit enough members to 
definitively identify the necessary number 
of distinct genetic markers to make geneal-
ogy a condition for tribal membership. 

Scientific challenges to tribal origins can 
have harmful implications for tribes more 
generally, as these claims can be used as 
points of leverage for those opposed to 
tribal claims to homelands, territory, or 
human remains. Significant psychologi-
cal distress can arise if a person’s beliefs 
about their ancestors’ origins conflict with 
scientific interpretations of genetic data. 
Tribes have also been concerned that sci-
entific evidence can be used to contradict 
or challenge their cultural and deeply held 
beliefs about their origins. Many of these 
genetic studies indicate that the ances-

tors to current Native Americans migrat-
ed across the Bering Strait from Asia. These 
results may carry political implications if 
they are used to challenge tribal sovereign-
ty and land rights. Nor are they as clear-
cut as they may seem. In terms of scholarly 
debate, they may also fail to align with the 
developing archeological record, or with 
other disciplines such as linguistics, both 
of which work with their own models of 
deep time and migration history.

In two separate cases, the Havasupai and 
the Nuu-Chah-Nulth peoples challenged 
genetic researchers for misuse of their dna 
samples. Both tribes had donated their dna 
samples for biomedical research (diabetes 
and arthritis studies, respectively), but in 
both cases samples were used for second-
ary analyses of human migration studies 
without permission and published with 
tribal identifiers.15 In both cases, scientif-
ic results suggested that the tribes originat-
ed from Asia and crossed the Bering Strait, 
which contradicted intergenerational be-
liefs about ancestral origins. In both cas-
es, researchers failed to ask for permis-
sion to conduct such research and failed to 
communicate the findings with the tribes. 
This ethical breach thus further compro-
mised the politics of traditional knowl-
edge. It failed to allow tribes to raise con-
cerns about stigmatizing interpretations, 
such as the reporting of inbreeding coeffi-
cients, which suggested to tribes that they 
had engaged in taboo activities. In response 
to such ethical issues, as sovereign political 
bodies, tribes have established their own in-
stitutional review boards in order to more 
effectively participate in research oversight. 

In addition to being useful for learning 
about human biological relationships, ge-
netic ancestry tests can also be employed 
by medical researchers in studies of dis-
ease susceptibility across human popula-
tions.16 Genetic ancestry tests have been 
used in medical research to tease out ances-
tral components that might reveal whether a 
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disease or trait is more prevalent in one pop-
ulation than another. By isolating the ances-
tral markers in dna, researchers are able to 
hone in on the genetic variants that are asso-
ciated with diseases or other phenotypes. In 
groups that have a long history of mixing–
Hispanic populations, for example, which 
have ancestral contributions from Europe 
and the Americas–teasing out genetic an-
cestral components can help researchers de-
termine if a particular trait or disease is as-
sociated with specific proportions of Euro-
pean or Native American ancestry. 

Health research studies have also incor-
porated genetic ancestry estimates into 
analyses, controlling for ancestry in order 
to disentangle clinical phenotypes (physi-
cal characteristics) that are more common 
within a certain population. This generates 
some useful applications, such as precision 
medicine, which aims to utilize patients’ ge-
nomic information–including ancestry es-
timates–in determining optimal therapeu-
tic options for each individualized patient. 
Pharmacogenomics tailors drug and dos-
ing prescriptions to individuals with cer-
tain genotypes, thus potentially enhancing 
clinical treatments to individuals.

In 2015, President Obama announced the 
Precision Medicine Initiative (renamed 
the All of Us Research Program), which 
conducts longitudinal studies of cohorts 
in order to gain deeper understandings of 
genomics, clinical treatments, and health 
outcomes. The program aims to recruit 
one million Americans, including a large 
number of American Indian and Alaska 
Native people, to further understand the 
relationships between genes and health. 
The program will follow this population 
cohort to learn which triggers–whether 
genetic or environmental–are likely to 
lead to a particular health outcome. For 
example, one precision-medicine study 
found that, if Hispanic children with acute 
lymphoblastic leukemia had a high pro-
portion of Native American dna, one ex-

tra round of chemotherapy improved their 
survival outcomes.17

Precision medicine seems to be a prom-
ising direction for genetic work, but its re-
lationship to Indigenous people is not un-
problematic. Furthermore, only a few genes 
have been directly connected to specific dis-
ease states (Huntington’s Disease, for ex-
ample) and even fewer genes have been di-
rectly connected to a better understanding 
of effective drug interactions. And while the 
incorporation of ancestry results in the clin-
ical setting may potentially benefit patients, 
there are always dangers inherent in con-
flating social constructions of racial iden-
tity with genetic information. Combined 
with small population pools and a trou-
bled ethical history surrounding consent 
and consultation, a better ethical standard 
is needed to structure the interaction be-
tween biomedical genetic research and In-
digenous communities in a way that maxi-
mizes benefits while minimizing harm. 

As shown in this essay, while the use of ge-
netic ancestry tests may yield surprising and 
useful insights about a person’s genetic his-
tory, much of the technology’s commercial 
use is premature and may leave consumers 
with inconsistent results across companies. 
In this sense, the tests are truly best under-
stood as recreational. Although genetic sci-
ence and research continues to advance, one 
must proceed with caution with dtc test 
results, especially for populations that are 
historically underrepresented in databases, 
like Native Americans. While genetic iden-
tity science could take decades to realize its 
full potential, other forms of expression, 
such as social, political, and cultural iden-
tities, will continue to drive the insights and 
perspectives that people have about them-
selves. These expressions and identities are 
intertwined and complex, and they refuse 
the possibility of a seemingly “neutral” ge-
netic science. The conjuncture of genetics 
and Indigeneity, it is clear, will remain one 
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of both potential and challenge. Research 
design and applied science must be reimag-
ined in a landscape complicated both by the 

recreational identity industry and by tribal 
assertions of sovereignty in relation to re-
search, citizenship, history, and ethics.
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Reclaiming Representations & Interrupting 
the Cycle of Bias Against Native Americans

Arianne E. Eason, Laura M. Brady & Stephanie A. Fryberg

Abstract: The most widely accessible ideas and representations of Native Americans are largely negative, an-
tiquated, and limiting. In this essay, we examine how the prevalence of such representations and a compar-
ative lack of positive contemporary representations foster a cycle of bias that perpetuates disparities among 
Native Americans and other populations. By focusing on three institutions–the legal system, the media, 
and education–we illustrate how the same process that creates disparate outcomes can be leveraged to pro-
mote positive contemporary ideas and representations of Native Americans, thereby creating more equita-
ble outcomes. We also highlight the actions some contemporary Native Americans have taken to reclaim 
their Native American identity and create accurate ideas and representations of who Native Americans are 
and what they can become. These actions provide a blueprint for leveraging cultural change to interrupt the 
cycle of bias and to reduce the disparities Native Americans face in society.

What white people see when they look at you is not vis-
ible. What they do see when they do look at you is what 
they have invested you with. . . . To survive this, you have 
to really dig down into yourself and recreate yourself, re-
ally, according to no image which yet exists in America. 
You have to impose who you are, and force the world to 
deal with you, not with its idea of you.

 –James Baldwin
      The Last Interview and Other Conversations1

When you think about the most accessible repre-
sentations of Native Americans in the United States, 
what comes to mind? You might conjure historical 
representations of buckskin-wearing, teepee-dwell-
ing people with feathers, or contemporary images of 
impoverished, drug-abusing, uneducated people.2 
Such negative, limiting, and inaccurate representa-
tions are widely accessible in the United States. Now, 
take a moment to think about what it means to be suc-
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cessful. You might think of someone who 
is highly educated, with a lucrative career 
in law, entertainment, education, or some 
other field. Do the aforementioned repre-
sentations of Native Americans align with 
this image of success? How do you think 
these representations affect the way Native 
Americans are viewed and treated in conse-
quential domains such as the legal system, 
the media, and education?

Social scientists largely agree that being 
human is a social project; people are shaped 
by the individuals around them and the cul-
tural context in which they live.3 The domi-
nant culture provides ideas, beliefs, and as-
sumptions about what it means to be a per-
son or a member of a group and, as such, 
offers a schema for understanding both 
oneself and others.4 For Native Americans, 
the most widely accessible ideas about their 
group, as well as the representations that 
stem from them, are not harmless misun-
derstandings or overgeneralizations. As 
Baldwin’s quote highlights, White Ameri-
can institutions and individuals have over-
whelmingly created and defined prevalent 
representations of racial minority groups, 
including Native peoples.5 The resulting 
representations reflect negative, inaccurate 
ideas about Native Americans while ignor-
ing positive, accurate ideas. Consequent-
ly, biased understandings of how contem-
porary Native Americans look, sound, and 
behave permeate U.S. society. We contend 
that biased ideas and representations of Na-
tive Americans–particularly the scarcity of 
positive, accurate, and contemporary ideas 
and representations–constitute the mod-
ern form of bias against Native Americans 
and perpetuate a recursive cycle of low ex-
pectations, prejudice, and discrimination 
that reinforces disparities in domains from 
public health to education. 

Breaking this cycle, as Baldwin contends, 
requires that new ideas and representations 
defined by Native American people accu-
rately reflect who and what Native people 

are, not who others imagine them to be. We 
draw upon the culture cycle framework to 
describe how ideas and representations of 
Native Americans become embedded in the 
social fabric (that is, within institutions, in-
teractions, and individuals) and provide a 
roadmap for change. First, we highlight 
how widely accessible ideas and represen-
tations about Native Americans fuel a cy-
cle of bias and create disparate outcomes, 
specifically in the legal system, the media, 
and education. Second, we call attention to 
actions of Native American tribes and in-
dividuals that have reshaped U.S. culture 
and promoted more equitable outcomes 
for contemporary and future Native peo-
ple. We end with a discussion of how both 
Native and non-Native people can leverage 
cultural change to break the cycle of bias 
against Native peoples.

The culture cycle describes the relation be-
tween the surrounding cultural context and 
individuals’ thoughts, feelings, and behav-
iors. Four levels of culture–ideas, institu-
tions, interactions, and individuals–work to-
gether in a mutually constitutive manner 
to shape and reinforce social and cultural 
outcomes.6 The highest level of the culture 
cycle includes ideas, such as social, politi-
cal, and economic histories, assumptions, 
and norms. These ideas include under-
standings of how to be a “good” or “mor-
al” individual, stereotypes that shape ex-
pectations of group members, and the val-
ue placed on different ways of knowing or 
engaging with the world. Institutions include 
the legal system, the media, and the educa-
tion system. The practices, policies, struc-
tures, and products of institutions reflect 
prevalent cultural ideas. For example, the 
legal system sanctions individuals who vio-
late ideas about “good” and “moral” behav-
ior, and the media produces movies, books, 
and news reports that reflect and reify cul-
tural ideas. Institutional practices and pol-
icies in turn provide scripts and norms that 
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shape everyday interactions among people, 
institutions, and cultural products. Final-
ly, ideas, institutions, and interactions all 
shape the thoughts, feelings, and behav-
iors of individuals. When individual behav-
ior aligns with cultural influences, it rein-
forces the culture cycle; when behavior does 
not align, it pushes back in subtle and not-
so-subtle ways against the dominant cultur-
al ideas and reconstitutes the culture cycle.

While conversations about disparities 
focus on how individuals’ characteristics–
such as race, gender, or social class–re-
late to outcomes, the culture cycle frame-
work highlights the importance of consid-
ering the role of the entire cultural system in 
perpetuating and alleviating disparate out-
comes for Native Americans. In the next 
three sections, we highlight the mutual con-
stitution of cultural ideas, institutions, in-
teractions, and individuals by focusing on 
the legal system, the media, and education. 
These institutions reflect and foster a core 
set of negative and limited ideas about Na-
tive people that can lead influential indi-
viduals–for example, politicians, judges, 
lawyers, and educators–to lower expecta-
tions and ultimately bring about the exact 
same disparate outcomes society has come 
to expect of this group. Finally, we discuss 
the steps Native American individuals and 
communities have taken to create more ac-
curate and positive cultural ideas of their 
groups, and how these actions reverberate 
throughout the culture cycle to promote 
more equitable outcomes, both today and 
in the future. 

In historic and contemporary legal policy 
and practice, Native Americans have been 
represented as “uncivilized,” incapable of 
behaving according to mainstream Amer-
ican norms.7 For example, until the 1975 
Indian Self-Determination and Education 
Assistance Act was passed, federal poli-
cies treated Native Americans as “wards 
of the government” and prevented Na-

tive American communities from making 
their own decisions about health care, ed-
ucation, and governance. Similarly, feder-
al laws have restricted tribes’ control over 
policing Native American communities; 
and federal agencies, such as the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs, have failed to provide ade-
quate funding to keep Native communities 
safe.8 On one hand, restricting tribal con-
trol over law enforcement reifies the notion 
that Native Americans are incapable of po-
licing their own communities.9 On the oth-
er hand, federal and state governments’ fail-
ure to provide sufficient resources to Native 
communities causes the negative outcomes 
expected to arise from Native Americans’ 
supposed inability to police themselves, 
thus reinforcing harmful stereotypes. 

Biased institutional understandings of 
Native people also impact law enforcement 
officers’ interactions with Native people 
and, ultimately, Native peoples’ outcomes 
within the legal system. For example, in-
teractions with law enforcement are more 
likely to end in the use of deadly force for 
Native Americans than for any other racial 
group relative to population size.10 A study 
of Native American individuals from sev-
en states and eight tribal nations revealed 
that even when interactions with police do 
not lead to violence, police often use racial 
slurs or derogatory language.11 Courtroom 
interactions are similarly biased; for exam-
ple, Native youth are 30 percent more like-
ly than White youth to be referred to juve-
nile court rather than having their charges 
dropped.12 Given these outcomes, Native 
Americans report being reluctant to turn to 
the legal system when they need help be-
cause they believe that law enforcement 
will not take their complaints seriously or 
intervene when they are in danger.13 In-
teractions between Native Americans and 
the legal system not only perpetuate dis-
trust, but also promote racial disparities 
that undermine Native peoples’ well-be-
ing and livelihood.14 
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Construing Native people through a neg-
ative and limiting lens–as unable to gov-
ern themselves or as “uncivilized”–fur-
ther justifies the perpetuation of disparate 
outcomes for Native Americans interact-
ing with the legal system. The underlying 
assumption of these negative and limiting 
ideas is that anything non-Native legal insti-
tutions do on behalf of Native Americans is 
better than what Native people could have 
done on their own. According to this logic, 
in spite of Native Americans’ disparate out-
comes in the legal system relative to other 
groups, changes do not need to occur be-
cause Native people are still better off than 
they would be if they were governing them-
selves. Yet such a biased and inaccurate 
view of Native people in the legal system 
obscures the fact that Native people have 
long governed themselves and worked to 
alleviate the disparate outcomes they face 
in the American legal system. According 
to the National American Indian Court 
Judge Association, 93 percent of federally 
and state-recognized tribes have their own 
tribal justice systems.15 Furthermore, Na-
tive American individuals and communities 
have long utilized Indian law to advocate for 
their well-being and to challenge federal 
and state laws. Two such examples include 
the Indian Child Welfare Act (icwa) and 
the Violence Against Women Act (vawa). 

icwa,which passed in 1978, gives Native 
American tribes jurisdiction over child wel-
fare cases involving Native children. From 
1969–1974, the U.S. government separated 
25–35 percent of all Native children from 
their families and placed them in foster 
homes, adoptive homes, or institutions. A 
majority (85 percent) of these children were 
placed in non-Native homes even when Na-
tive homes were available, reflecting the 
bias that Native Americans are incapable 
of raising their own children.16 The Asso-
ciation on American Indian Affairs con-
ducted surveys in states with large Native 
American populations to understand why 

so many Native children were removed. 
These surveys revealed that many chil-
dren were removed not because of abuse 
or neglect, but because their families prac-
ticed communal childrearing. Communal 
childrearing is normative in Native Amer-
ican communities, but it conflicts with the 
nuclear family model of childrearing that 
prevails in White, middle-class contexts.17 
Thus, the research affirmed that the remov-
al of Native children was fueled by cultural 
bias against Native ways of being. 

By giving tribes control over child wel-
fare cases, icwa directly challenged neg-
ative beliefs about Natives’ ability to care 
for their own children and changed how 
the U.S. government intervened in these 
cases. Following icwa, the number of Na-
tive children placed in foster care or adop-
tion between 1978 and 1986 decreased sig-
nificantly.18 icwa’s passage set the stage 
for Native tribes nationwide to build child 
welfare agencies that keep Native families 
and communities together.19 By challeng-
ing biased understandings of Native fam-
ilies and ways of being, icwa and the Na-
tive individuals, organizations, and com-
munities that were essential to its passing 
improved both disparate child welfare out-
comes and relationships among tribal gov-
ernments, Native parents, Native children, 
and federal and state governments. 

Just as icwa was a direct response to the 
disproportionate removal of Native Ameri-
can children from their families, the 2013 re-
authorization of vawa came as a direct re-
sponse to the disproportionate rates of vio-
lence experienced by Native women at the 
hands of non-Native men. Approximately 
56 percent of Native American women re-
port experiencing sexual violence in their 
lifetime, and 96 percent of these women re-
port sexual assault by a non-Native man.20 
Native women are the only ethnic group 
more likely to be assaulted by a male of a dif-
ferent ethnicity than by a male of the same 
ethnicity.21 Prior to vawa, federal and/or 
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state governments had jurisdiction over 
cases involving non-Native men assaulting 
Native women on reservations. Despite this 
jurisdiction, law enforcement agencies and 
prosecutors failed to investigate or litigate 
many cases involving non-Native individ-
uals, leaving perpetrators free to reoffend 
and victims without justice.22 While rates 
of reporting and litigating against sexual as-
sault perpetrators are low regardless of vic-
tim demographics, people of color, and Na-
tive American women in particular, face ad-
ditional barriers rooted in racial bias.23 Like 
many people of color, Native women are 
perceived as less worthy of protection than 
White women:24 as recently as 1968, a fed-
eral appellate court upheld a statute that re-
duced sentencing for rape cases involving 
Native American women.25 Furthermore, 
prosecutors often take Native women’s 
sexual assault claims less seriously, assum-
ing that Native victims were under the in-
fluence (in accordance with the stereotype 
of Native Americans as drunks), making 
it less likely that litigation will proceed.26 
In 2015, after a decade of Native American 
grassroots efforts and advocacy, Congress 
added a provision to vawa granting tribes 
jurisdiction over cases of intimate partner 
violence involving non-Native individu-
als on reservations. Once vawa passed, a 
pilot project gave three tribes early juris-
diction. In the span of seventeen months, 
these tribes charged a total of twenty-six 
offenders.27 While advocates are seeking 
to expand vawa protections to other types 
of violence, this legislation stands as an ex-
ample of Native communities working to 
address the needs of their people and im-
proving their outcomes by assuming con-
trol over their own legal processes.

icwa and vawa demonstrate how Native 
tribes have pushed back against biased le-
gal policies and practices to better protect 
and serve their communities, thereby im-
proving their lives in contemporary soci-
ety. In particular, there is a direct relation-

ship between the number of self-determin-
ing actions a tribal community takes and 
the community’s mental health. Specifi-
cally, First Nations bands (the Native peo-
ple of Canada) who enacted more self-de-
termining practices that reflected their cul-
tural histories and values, such as making 
claims to traditional lands or taking com-
munity control over education and health 
services, had lower suicide rates than bands 
who enacted fewer self-determining prac-
tices.28 The legal system’s biased under-
standing and paternalistic treatment of Na-
tive Americans undermines equitable out-
comes for Native American individuals and 
communities. Importantly, these outcomes 
are not predetermined or rooted in Native 
Americans’ “inadequacies”; when Natives 
challenge biased legislation and self-gov-
ern, Native communities flourish.

The institution most responsible for cre-
ating and transmitting biased represen-
tations is the media. Psychologist Peter 
Leavitt and colleagues, for example, exam-
ined the content that emerged from search 
engine queries for the terms “Native Amer-
ican” or “American Indian.”29 Ninety-five 
percent of Google results and 99 percent of 
Bing results included antiquated portraits 
of Native American people in traditional 
clothing and feathers; contemporary im-
ages of Native Americans were scant. Al-
though inaccurate, these antiquated imag-
es remain prevalent because people con-
tinue to consume them, so search engine 
algorithms continue to present them as val-
id representations of Native Americans.30

Biased and inaccurate representations 
of Native Americans also persist in televi-
sion, film, and advertising. While contem-
porary members of other racial groups are 
by and large represented, Native Amer-
icans are largely omitted.31 From 1987–
2008, only three Native American charac-
ters were featured on primetime television 
(out of 2,336 characters).32 On the rare oc-
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casion that Native Americans are represent-
ed in mainstream media, they often appear 
in stereotypical roles (such as the casino In-
dian, “Indian Princess,” or drunken Indi-
an) or in secondary roles lacking character 
development.33 Individuals responsible for 
creating new media representations, such 
as casting agents or directors, often reify  
the invisibility of contemporary Native 
peoples by passing over Native actors for 
roles that are “unrealistic” based on stereo-
types about Native Americans (for exam-
ple, by not casting Native people as doctors 
or lawyers).34 While there is great variabil-
ity in how Native Americans look, speak, 
and act, Natives who do not fit a narrow, 
prototypical image of a Native American 
are often excluded from roles intended for 
Natives.35 The lack of positive and accurate 
contemporary representations denies Na-
tive Americans’ continued existence and 
literally and figuratively writes them out 
of contemporary life. 

Widely available media representations of 
Native Americans carry significant conse-
quences, as they undermine Native Ameri-
cans’ psychological well-being and hopes for 
future success. For example, Stephanie Fry-
berg and colleagues demonstrated through 
multiple studies that negative stereotypes of 
Native Americans and sports mascots such 
as the Cleveland Indians’ Chief Wahoo de-
pressed Native Americans’ self-esteem, de-
creased perceptions of their Native commu-
nity’s worth, and made them less likely to 
envision successful futures (such as earning 
good grades, finding a job, or completing a 
degree).36 Such representations set in mo-
tion a self-fulfilling prophecy that renders 
Native American accomplishments invisi-
ble, hindering Native people from imagin-
ing and pursuing their own successful fu-
tures.37 While harmful for Native Ameri-
cans, these biased representations have a 
positive impact on White individuals, which 
may exacerbate intergroup tensions and dis-
parate outcomes. After exposure to widely 

available representations of Native people, 
European American participants reported 
boosts in self-esteem and greater feelings of 
connection to their racial group. Both the 
negative effects of Native Americans and the 
positive effects for Whites at the expense of 
Native Americans suggest that it is critical to 
promote positive, contemporary represen-
tations of Native Americans that accurately 
reflect who Native people are and what they 
are capable of achieving. Breaking the cycle 
of discrimination and disparities in resourc-
es and achievement requires taking control 
of how Native people are portrayed both to 
the outside world and within Native com-
munities themselves.

Although non-Native individuals creat-
ed many of the prevalent representations of 
Native Americans, Native people are work-
ing to recreate representations that accu-
rately reflect contemporary Native Ameri-
cans. For example, in 2012, Matika Wilbur, 
a Swinomish and Tulalip photographer, 
launched Project 562, which aims to pho-
tograph members of all 562 federally rec-
ognized tribes. To date, Wilbur has photo-
graphed members of four hundred tribes. 
Wilbur’s photos depict Native people of all 
ages in both urban and rural settings, wear-
ing contemporary Western and tribally ap-
propriate traditional clothing. Unlike twen-
tieth-century photographer Edward Curtis, 
who is responsible for many of the antiquat-
ed images of Native Americans that prevail 
today, Wilbur collaborates with her Native 
American subjects. She presents contempo-
rary Native Americans in positive, contem-
porary ways that counter the systemic ex-
clusion that characterizes the modern form 
of bias against Native people.38 

Similar video campaigns (including Buzz-
feed’s “I’m Native, but I’m Not . . . ” and Ar-
izona State University’s “Native 101”) and 
websites (WeRNative.org) showcase Native 
Americans resisting negative cultural ideas 
and offering more positive contemporary 
representations of Native people.39 Native- 
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defined representations offer accurate, nu-
anced understandings of Native Americans 
that have always existed but have been ob-
scured by biased portrayals created by 
non-Natives. As accurate images of Native 
Americans take hold, they have the power 
to challenge harmful stereotypes and ideas 
about Native Americans and illustrate what 
is possible for them, breaking the cycle of 
bias and disparate outcomes.

For a final example of how negative cul-
tural ideas and representations of Native 
Americans perpetuate a cycle of bias and 
disparities, we turn to the education sys-
tem. In the United States, education is of-
ten viewed as the key to upward social mo-
bility and “a better life.” Yet, just as in the 
legal system and the media, biased ideas 
about and representations of Native Amer-
icans limit Native students’ opportunities 
and outcomes. For centuries, Native Amer-
icans have been portrayed as intellectually 
inferior and Native ways of knowing have 
been viewed as incorrect and incompatible 
with mainstream U.S. education. Federal 
boarding schools, in which Native children 
were forcibly enrolled throughout the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, aimed 
to eliminate Native cultures and languages 
and acculturate Native children into White 
society. Although this explicitly assimila-
tionist agenda has faded, many of its ideas 
prevail within the education system today. 
Research reveals, for example, that Native 
students are often perceived to struggle or to 
be “problem” students.40 School curricula 
also fail to incorporate–and sometimes ac-
tively exclude–Native Americans’ cultural 
history and practices from the learning en-
vironment, as these histories and practices 
are deemed irrelevant to the goals of main-
stream education.41 

Negative and limiting ideas and represen-
tations influence interactions between ed-
ucators and Native students and contrib-
ute to Natives’ disparate outcomes. For ex-

ample, compared with White students with 
equivalent test scores and grades, teachers 
are less likely to recommend Native stu-
dents for advanced coursework.42 Native 
students are also suspended at more than 
twice the rate of White students.43 These in-
accurate and biased understandings of what 
is possible for Native students systemati-
cally deprive them of the ability to engage 
with and succeed within a system intended 
to foster opportunities for upward mobility. 

Changing the way Native students are 
understood and treated within educational 
institutions can break the cycle of bias and 
alleviate educational disparities. For exam-
ple, Stephanie Fryberg, Rebecca Covarru-
bias, and Jacob Burack describe an inter-
vention in a predominantly Native Amer-
ican school that resulted in an 18 percent 
increase in the number of Native students 
who met state performance standards.44 
Teachers were taught about Native cul-
tural ways of being, and school guidelines 
and routines were created to validate Na-
tive American cultures. Each school day 
began with a welcome assembly that in-
cluded a tribal song and dance and a cul-
turally relevant welcome message. When 
the intervention began, the school ranked 
in the bottom 5 percent of schools in the 
state, and much like the state and national 
pattern for the past forty years, there were 
no notable positive changes among Native 
students.45 However, during the interven-
tion, Native students improved immense-
ly, showing growth on the Measures of Ac-
ademic Progress (map) test at a rate of 1 
to 1.5 years’ advancement in half a school 
year. This intervention revealed that school 
culture was the problem, not Native stu-
dents: Native students thrive when their 
ways of knowing and being are validated 
in educational contexts and when they are 
seen as having potential. Creating more ac-
curate representations–and thus under-
standings–of Native students paved the 
way for their success. 



147 (2)  Spring 2018 77

Eason, Brady  
& Fryberg

The culture cycle framework demon-
strates the power of cultural ideas and 
representations in shaping Native Ameri-
cans’ experiences. Prevailing harmful and 
limiting ideas and representations of Na-
tive Americans fuel a cycle of bias and rein-
force disparate outcomes for Native people. 
These ideas and representations shape the 
policies and practices of consequential so-
cial institutions, promote low expectations 
for Native people that influence their inter-
actions with non-Natives, and limit what 
both Native and non-Native individuals 
believe is possible for Native Americans. 
In addition to the prevalence of harmful 
and antiquated ideas and representations 
about their group, Native Americans also 
contend with the systematic exclusion of 
positive, contemporary ideas and represen-
tations. Consequently, Native Americans 
are effectively written out of contemporary 
existence, which creates barriers to their 
well-being and success. Hence, the mod-
ern form of bias against Native Americans 
includes not only negative ideas and repre-
sentations, but also the omission of posi-
tive, multidimensional ideas and represen-
tations of their group.46

Breaking this cycle requires challenging 
derogatory ideas and representations and 
also, as James Baldwin suggests, infusing 
the broader cultural context with more ac-
curate contemporary representations de-
fined by Native people themselves. The cul-
ture cycle framework can be leveraged to 
reclaim what it means to be Native Amer-
ican and promote equity. Indeed, Native 
people and communities have already be-
gun harnessing this power for change. As 
we have shown, their actions in key insti-
tutions have brought light to positive, nu-
anced understandings of Native Americans 
as they live today and have challenged an-
tiquated, biased representations. As Native 
Americans and their allies continue fight-
ing systemic exclusion and bias, we must 
ensure that targeted action is implemented 

at each level of the culture cycle. The ideas 
and representations put forth must reflect 
Native Americans’ knowledge of who they 
are and what they are capable of achieving. 

While it is essential for Native individ-
uals and communities to have a voice in 
creating accurate representations of Na-
tive Americans, the onus for changing the 
culture cycle does not rest solely on Native 
Americans. Non-Native individuals and in-
stitutions must also actively foster cultural 
change. For White individuals specifical-
ly, this responsibility necessitates acknowl-
edging the legacy of building and benefiting 
from a cultural system that has intentional-
ly misunderstood and devalued Native peo-
ple and ways of life and attempted to thwart 
Natives’ well-being and, in many respects, 
their very existence. As such, the dominant 
institutions must ensure that their practic-
es, policies, and products set the stage for 
positive and equitable interactions with 
Native American individuals and commu-
nities. More generally, this responsibility 
hinges on a commitment to building a more 
equitable system that uplifts people from all 
backgrounds and allows all people to un-
derstand and recognize the needs, voices, 
and contributions of communities of color. 

As the opening quote suggests, Native 
Americans are living within a cultural sys-
tem that was constructed neither for nor by 
them. By understanding cultural influenc-
es on institutions and individuals, and by 
taking strategic, targeted action to change 
biased cultural ideas and representations, 
we can reconstitute the culture cycle to re-
flect accurate understandings of who Na-
tive people are and what they can become. 
Ultimately, these actions will produce more 
equitable outcomes for Native peoples both 
in the present and in the future. 
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& American Indian/Alaska Native Education
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Abstract: American Indian/Alaska Native education–the training for life of children, adolescents, and 
adults–has been locked in battle for centuries with colonial schooling, which continues to the present day. 
Settler societies have used schools to “civilize” Indigenous peoples and to train Native peoples in subser-
vience while dispossessing them of land. Schools are the battlegrounds of American Indian education in 
which epistemologies, ontologies, axiologies, pedagogies, and curricula clash. In the last century, Native 
nations, communities, parents, and students have fought tenaciously to maintain heritage languages and 
cultures–their ways of being in the world–through Indigenous education and have demanded radical 
changes in schools. Contemporary models of how educators are braiding together Indigenous education and 
Indigenous schooling to better serve Native peoples provide dynamic, productive possibilities for the future.

The history of American Indian education can be sum-
marized in three simple words: battle for power.

 –K. Tsianina Lomawaima, 2000

In 1927, Robert “Bob” Carlisle Carr and Curtis “Curt” 
Thorpe Carr entered Chilocco Indian Agricultur-
al School, a federal boarding school in Oklahoma.1 
Bob was ten or eleven years old; Curt was nine. Their 
mother, Cora Wynema Carr, was a Muskogee (Creek) 
woman struggling to raise her children in Wichita, 
Kansas. She was Indian, she was a single mother, and, 
in those days, that’s all it took for the county social 
workers to declare her incompetent and take her chil-
dren away. Bob and Curt were Indians, too, of course, 
which meant they were a federal responsibility, and 
the local court therefore remanded them to Chilocco.  
Bob and Curt rebelled against Chilocco’s harsh total-
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itarian regime: Curt joined one of the boys’ 
gangs that organized lives in the outdoor 
spaces where surveillance did not reach; 
Bob’s behavior became “incorrigible” and 
he was expelled–no small accomplishment 
in a system devoted to institutionalizing In-
dian children. Curt did not see his moth-
er again until he ran away from Chilocco 
at about age fifteen. By that time, their re-
lationship was irreparably fractured. He 
survived life on the “hobo road” during 
the Great Depression, graduating from a 
high school in Missouri in which the com-
mander of the Civilian Conservation Corps 
camp took him under his wing. Curt sur-
vived World War II and went on to become 
a loving husband for sixty-seven years and 
loving father of two daughters. Later in life, 
he came to appreciate much of Chilocco’s 
training–in carpentry, for example–but he 
never lost the anger caused by the loss of his 
mother, family, and childhood. Bob passed 
away young, at about age twenty-one, while 
incarcerated in Leavenworth prison.

Many people use the term education inter-
changeably with schooling, as we might ex-
pect when the broad sense of to educate–
passing along discrete knowledges and the 
cultural definition of what counts as use-
ful, important knowledge–coincides with 
schools’ content and practices. For Indige-
nous peoples, however, Indigenous educa-
tion and colonial schooling (which includes 
contemporary U.S. schools) do not coin-
cide. Curt Carr never confused education 
with schooling. He prized education and 
was an astonishing self-taught intellectual. 
He detested Chilocco and remained a life-
long skeptic of the schools. Cora Carr, like 
many Native parents, wanted both school-
ing and education for her children. She did 
not want–nor should she have been expect-
ed, let alone forced–to sacrifice one for the 
other in her struggle to raise her family.

When the United States insists on 
schooling at the expense of Native educa-
tion through heritage language, culture, 

and specific knowledge systems; when 
curriculum fits hand in glove with land 
dispossession; and when schooling aims 
to destroy families and children, we can 
clearly see schools as a battleground of 
sovereigns, in which knowledge systems, 
knowledge production, cultural values, 
and children’s lives are on the line.

What is knowledge and who gets to de-
fine it? Contests over knowledge(s) per-
vade schools. The knowledges that schools 
engender are considered academic. The 
products of schools–mathematics, sci-
ence, writing, and reading–are rooted in 
the classics or in so-called logical reasoning. 
Schools exist, in part, to ensure that citizens 
across regions and the nation share a com-
mon knowledge. These knowledges are val-
ued as ways to build a career and to become 
self-sufficient and contributing citizens. 
Schooling certainly enables individuals and 
communities to be more firmly embedded 
in the larger society. Axiological concerns, 
however, are at play: Indigenous peoples 
(and other ethnic, racial, and political com-
munities) value other kinds of knowledges. 
These different values have led to epistemo-
logical clashes, clashes that raise key ques-
tions: Which knowledges count? Which 
systems of transferring knowledge are most 
effective? What curricular and pedagogical 
practices work best? 

We tackle the following questions, as we 
tack back and forth between past, pres-
ent, and future possibilities in Indigenous 
schooling and education: What is the state 
of Indigenous education in the United 
States? What is the state of American In-
dian students in schools? What history pro-
duced these states? How are education and 
schooling being braided together to chart 
a pathway into the future that sustains the 
well-being of Indigenous students, families, 
and nations?

What is the state of Indigenous educa-
tion in the United States? Indigenous ed-
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ucation includes the systems designed and 
honed over millennia by Native societies 
to enculturate their citizens, as well as re-
cent developments of Indigenous curric-
ulum, pedagogies, and policies within 
schools. We first consider Indigenous ed-
ucation, which has been marginalized, 
even criminalized, over the past two cen-
turies. For example, colonial schooling has 
been privileged as formal education, de-
scribed as organized, systematic, and de-
signed; while Indigenous education has 
been characterized as informal, uncon-
scious, undirected, and even accidental. 
Writing in 1902, physician Charles East-
man (Dakota) observed: “It is commonly 
supposed that there is no systematic edu-
cation of their children among the aborig-
ines of this country. Nothing could be far-
ther from the truth. All the customs of this 
primitive people were held to be divinely 
instituted, and those in connection with 
the training of children were scrupulous-
ly adhered to and transmitted from one 
generation to another.”2 Indigenous ed-
ucational systems have always been con-
sciously designed, intentional, sustained, 
and thus formal, even as they eschew the 
schooling practices we categorize as for-
mal, such as lecturing, classroom disci-
pline, and standardized testing.

Eastman “flipped the script” on Indig-
enous peoples, the role of schooling, and 
the transfer of knowledge across genera-
tions. Almost ninety years later, Inupiat  
scholar Leona Okakok defined education as 
a powerful Indigenous concept and process: 
“To me, educating a child means equipping 
him or her with the capability to succeed in 
the world he or she will live in.” She made 
the forcefully political statement that “edu-
cation is more than book learning, it is also 
value-learning.”3 Okakok reminds us that 
education for and by Native peoples adapts 
and adjusts to a particular time, place, and 
context. How do Native peoples educate 
themselves, their children, and grandchil-

dren to succeed in the world in which they 
will live?

Children need to know something that 
is relevant to their world and that supports 
their fundamental ability to thrive. Many 
Native education systems stress engaging 
the world, and Okakok has outlined con-
nections to the ways that some schools 
work: “The students, then, must demon-
strate mastery of competencies before they 
are promoted to the next grade. This ap-
proach is similar to our traditional prac-
tices in which elders expected children to 
master certain competencies before they 
went on to more difficult tasks.” Compe-
tencies in Barrow, Alaska (where Okakok 
lives and teaches), are critical. Competency 
can be the difference between life and death 
when managing relationships among peo-
ples, the Arctic Ocean, and polar bears and 
whales. This view of the world is imbued 
with humility, cognizant of the arrogance 
that there is only one way of demonstrat-
ing knowledge or only one knowledge that 
counts. Okakok has concluded that, “we all 
know that we can go through life convinced 
that our view of the world is the only valid 
one. If we are interested in new perceptions, 
however, we need to catch a glimpse of the 
world through other eyes. We need to be 
aware of our own thoughts, as well as the 
way life is viewed by other people.”4 Oka-
kok has encouraged us to learn from and 
through others.

What is the state of Indian schooling? 
Native peoples and U.S. policy-makers be-
gan asking this question in the late 1800s, 
although schools for Indians had been in 
place for decades. The federal government 
asserted its right to educate Native people 
 –that is, it asserted its sovereign power to 
“civilize” in a totalizing transformative way 
 –as soon as the republic was established 
on Indian lands. In 1802, Congress enacted 
legislation to civilize the “aborigines” and, 
in 1819, the Civilization Fund Act autho-
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rized federal dollars to underwrite Chris-
tian schools and missions. Mission efforts 
to civilize Indigenous peoples were con-
strained by Native resistance and lack of 
resources, and by the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, impatient policy-makers and West-
ward-focused settlers demanded more sub-
stantive results.5 The federal government 
gradually eliminated financial support to 
missions and began to build its own Indi-
an schools, including on-reservation day 
schools and boarding schools and off-res-
ervation boarding schools such as Carlisle 
Indian Industrial School (in existence from 
1879–1918).6

Carlisle’s superintendent Richard Henry  
Pratt designed an assimilationist institu-
tion to erase Indigenous cultures and in-
corporate Native individuals into the Unit-
ed States as citizens, hence his infamous 
quote: “Kill the Indian in him and save the 
man.” Yet Pratt believed in the capacity of 
Indian people to excel, given education-
al opportunities. This view fell out of fa-
vor in the early twentieth century as sci-
entific and popular opinion emphasized a 
hierarchical ladder of the races that privi-
leged Whites. U.S. police powers were mo-
bilized to erase Indian sovereigns and In-
digeneity by criminalizing their culture. 
In that moment, federal powers over Indi-
ans crested. Hopi men who refused to en-
roll their children in federal schools were 
incarcerated at Alcatraz; Natives who re-
fused to cut their hair were subject to im-
prisonment and hard labor. 

As is so often the case in Indigenous 
schooling, such pasts connect directly to 
the present. In 2017, young Native boys 
are still being punished for their long hair. 
Four-year-old Jabez Oates was sent home 
from his Texas school for violating the 
dress code. The school district’s superin-
tendent noted: 

Parents have a right to seek an appropriate 
educational setting for their child, just as 
Ms. Oates has the right to place her child 

in a district that reflects her personal expec-
tations for standards of appearance. There 
are procedures in place for addressing con-
cerns over policy if it is Ms. Oates’ desire to 
have her son educated in Barbers Hill isd. 
But we would and should justifiably be criti-
cized if our district lessened its expectations 
or long-standing policies simply to appease.7 

Nearly 150 years have passed since Pratt 
established Carlisle, and it is still the case 
that expecting a school to respect Native 
culture and “lessen its expectations for 
standards of appearance” is called appease-
ment. The past is the present but we hope 
not the future of Indigenous schooling.

Until the 1924 American Indian Citizen-
ship Act, Indians had no recourse in the 
courts, and the courts refused to inter-
vene in the federal political (police) pow-
ers controlling Indian Country.8 Policy- 
makers waffled over whether off-reserva-
tion or on-reservation schools were the best 
sites to civilize Indians, but both school-
ing systems grew dramatically from 1890 
to 1920. Colonial federal schools devastat-
ed Indigenous children and their commu-
nities. Long hair was cut, children were 
scrubbed with kerosene to kill lice, “home 
clothes” were locked away in trunks, and 
government-issue uniforms remade Indian 
bodies and identities. Future leaders were 
stolen from their communities, despite stu-
dents like Bob and Curt Carr resisting such 
schooling. The peak of boarding school 
enrollment in the 1930s coincided with the 
Great Depression, when Native families 
were desperate to provide adequate hous-
ing and food for their children. How did re-
lations among Native peoples and federal/
state governments come to such a pass?

U.S.-Indian relations are shaped by princi-
ples of sovereignty and trust.9 Inherent sov-
ereignty entails self-government, self-de-
termination, self-education, and autonomy  
relative to other sovereigns. The trust rela-
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tionship refers to obligations to Native na-
tions assumed by the federal government 
over time. Colonial schooling of Indigenous 
peoples has been embedded in far-ranging 
contests among sovereigns and shifting 
concepts of trust. Chief Justice Marshall 
escalated the contest over educating Indi-
an children in the 1831 case Cherokee Nation v.  
Georgia. When Marshall proposed that In-
dians resembled wards, he implied that Na-
tive parents/guardians were like children as 
well, with the federal government acting as 
the guardian and assuming a trust responsi-
bility to care for them. Marshall’s legal fic-
tion–which soon became reality–implic-
itly stripped Native parents of their right to 
raise their own children, setting the stage 
decades later for the removal of children to 
remote boarding schools absent parental 
consent. The government claimed that trust 
responsibilities justified seizing children. 
Interpretations of federal trust responsibili-
ties can run amok, and implementations of 
trust have shifted over time. 

Many treaties stipulated federal commit-
ments to schooling; the 1868 Navajo Treaty, 
for example, promised a schoolhouse and 
teacher for every thirty students. Congress 
cast those responsibilities aside, however, 
with 1871 legislation that unilaterally end-
ed treaty-making with Native nations. The 
federal-Indian trust relationship has been 
subject to fluctuations that reflect political 
agendas as well as legalistic interpretations. 
Federal agents had used trust to justify in-
tervention, even police powers, while co-
lonial schools have explicitly trained Indi-
ans in subservience to authority for gener-
ations. Native peoples, on the other hand, 
leverage trust to motivate fulfillment of 
federal treaties, laws, and commitments, 
which are constitutionally mandated as the 
supreme law of the land.

Federal trust responsibilities for school-
ing American Indians have been further 
complicated in the twentieth and twenty- 
first centuries as Native students have in-

creasingly enrolled in public schools.10 
The U.S. public schooling infrastructure 
is a complex system of overlapping, some-
times conflicting, jurisdictions and fund-
ing sources: local funding through proper-
ty taxes; administration by locally elected 
school boards; state funding and direction 
of standards; and federal funding and reg-
ulation of standards, assessment, and re-
cord-keeping. Add to that mix the juris-
dictions and interests of Native nations, 
endeavoring to maintain distinctive lan-
guages, religions, land stewardship, econ-
omies, and laws–in short, dynamic ways 
of life–and we begin to see the challenges.

Reverberations of the U.S.-Native bat-
tle for power in schools echoed in the early 
twentieth century, but there was little data 
to understand what was happening. Sys-
tematic data collection and analysis about 
Indian schooling began in the early twen-
tieth century, capped by the 1928 publica-
tion of The Problem of Indian Administration 
(known as the Meriam Report), an assess-
ment of the work of the Office of Indian 
Affairs (later the Bureau of Indian Affairs). 
The report scathingly critiqued many as-
pects of mission and federal schooling, 
particularly boarding schools. The conclu-
sions of the Meriam survey team remain 
telling: schools underserved children, em-
phasizing repetitive, menial labor over ac-
ademics; and children suffered harsh dis-
cipline, malnutrition, physical abuse, and 
emotional impoverishment. The Meriam 
Report advocated for a curriculum includ-
ing culture and tribal histories; locally em-
bedded schools; enhanced financial sup-
port; more expansive adult education; and 
more humane early childhood education. 
Nearly ninety years later, similar calls for 
action remain.11 

In the aftermath of the Meriam Report, 
policy shifts opened some windows of op-
portunity for Native self-government and 
self-determination, even as Indian schools 
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frequently reinforced paternalism and 
treated Natives as wards. On the one hand, 
Bureau of Indian Affairs (bia) schools de-
veloped bilingual readers and transition-
al bilingual programs in the 1940s; on the 
other hand, non-Native linguists, teach-
ers, and administrators directed those ef-
forts. Policy-makers advocated for local 
relevance of schooling, but then decreed 
that relevant meant vocational, not ac-
ademic, training. As a consequence, Na-
tive students and parents mobilized walk-
outs and vigorous protests when off-reser-
vation boarding high schools were stripped 
of accreditation. The shift of student en-
rollment from federal to public schools 
swelled in the 1940s and continued over 
time, motivated by federal actions to di-
vest trust responsibility and delegate juris-
diction to the states, increasing urbaniza-
tion and Native dissatisfaction with federal 
schools. In 2017, 90 percent of school-age 
Indian children attended public schools.

Scholarship outlines the current state of 
American Indian schooling in the United 
States, and achievement data provide one 
perspective on that state.12 The data have 
been called into question by important 
advocacy groups, including the Nation-
al Congress of American Indians (ncai) 
and the National Indian Education Asso-
ciation (niea). The ncai and niea do not 
believe that the data are incorrect; rather, 
the problem is that there are so few data, 
with few baseline data sets to inform re-
searchers and policy-makers. If the data 
are so sparse as to be suspect, how can we 
measure progress or identify places for im-
provement? How can we establish policies 
to address or understand concerns if we 
are unsure of the validity of the concerns?

Data uncertainty has been called the 
problem of the asterisk.13 When data are 
sparse, or when few Indigenous students 
are reported in sample sizes, Indigenous 
peoples are placed under an asterisk with a 
note that data are insufficient to make rea-

sonable claims. This structural implication 
of how data are collected can be addressed. 
Some policy-makers might argue that over-
sampling is prohibitive in terms of people 
power or expenses, or they may argue it is 
unnecessary. We argue that U.S. dismiss-
al of citizens grouped under the asterisk is 
unacceptable. Through the trust relation-
ship, the federal government has asserted 
responsibility for schooling American In-
dians, believing that schools were the ap-
propriate institution to Americanize Amer-
ican Indians. In recent decades, the impera-
tive to civilize Indians has been somewhat 
blunted by Native nations exercising sov-
ereign rights to educate their own children, 
and by demands that schools better serve 
Native children, families, and communi-
ties. Honoring the responsibilities of the 
trust relationship, it is unacceptable to dis-
miss peoples as asterisks or data and data 
analyses as statistically insignificant. We 
must call for more systematic, defensible 
data collection and analyses. In the mean-
time, and with this caveat, we offer a brief 
overview of data that we believe are tech-
nically sound, if quantitatively insufficient.

Tables 1 and 2 highlight a disturbing 
trend. American Indians’ grade 4 reading 
scores rose by one point over fifteen years 
under two presidents, multiple secretar-
ies of education, and educational policies 
aimed at “leaving no child behind.” For all 
racialized groups, this is the lowest score, 
reminiscent of the achievement of Native 
children one hundred years earlier. A sim-
ilar phenomenon is evident in grade 8, with 
only a two-point gain over the same period. 
We question why the scores have stagnat-
ed, and are deeply concerned that the stag-
nation continues. It is clear to us that calls 
for assimilation for Native students have 
failed; Native children fight assimilation 
in schools every day. There is overwhelm-
ing evidence that Native students who ex-
cel in school are often also well-educated as 
tribal peoples.14 
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Table 1  
National Assessment of Education Progress Reading Scores, Grade 4, 2000–2015

Source: National Assessment of Educational Progress, “The Nation’s Report Card: Reading Assessments, 2015,” 
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#reading/scores?grade=4.

Table 2 
National Assessment of Education Progress Reading Scores, Grade 8, 1998–2015*

‡ Reporting standards not met. *naep data for grade 8 reading were not available for all students in 2000. Source: 
National Assessment of Educational Progress, “The Nation’s Report Card: Reading Assessments, 2015,” https://www 
.nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#reading/scores?grade=8.

2000 2002 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015

American 
Indian/
Alaska  
Native

204 207 202 204 203 204 202 205 205

Asian/ 
Pacific  
Islander

229 224 226 229 232 235 235 235 239

Black 191 199 198 200 203 205 205 206 206

Hispanic 197 201 200 203 205 205 206 207 208

White 225 229 229 229 231 230 231 232 232

1998 2002 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015

American 
Indian/
Alaska  
Native

‡ 250 246 249 247 251 252 251 252

Asian/ 
Pacific  
Islander

264 267 270 271 271 274 275 280 280

Black 244 245 244 243 245 246 249 250 248

Hispanic 243 247 245 246 247 249 252 256 253

White 270 272 272 271 272 273 274 276 274

We are optimistic and encouraged by the 
rise in test scores in mathematics (see Ta-
bles 3 and 4). Over the same fifteen-year pe-
riod, grades 4 and 8 saw significant chang-
es in scores. A closer examination, however,  
raises some concerns. Major changes oc-
curred between 2000 and 2003, and after 
2003, the gains were minimal, with only 

a four-point rise between 2003 and 2015. 
What happened in that initial three-year 
period and what failed to happen in the fol-
lowing twelve? It appears that achievement 
gains, as measured by these tests, are not 
hopeful; but the challenges confronting In-
digenous academic achievement are not fif-
teen years old. Limited achievement gains 
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Table 3 
National Assessment of Education Progress Scores in Mathematics, Grade 4, 2000–2015

‡ Reporting standards not met. Source: National Assessment of Educational Progress, “The Nation’s Report Card: 
Reading Assessments, 2015,” https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#mathematics?grade=4.

Table 4 
National Assessment of Education Progress Scores in Mathematics, Grade 8, 2000–2015

Source: National Assessment of Educational Progress, “The Nation’s Report Card: Reading Assessment, 2015,” 
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading_math_2015/#mathematics?grade=8.

2000 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015

American Indian/
Alaska Native

208 223 226 228 225 225 227 227

Asian/Pacific  
Islander

‡ 246 251 253 255 256 258 257

Black 203 216 220 222 222 224 224 224

Hispanic 208 222 226 227 227 229 231 230

White 234 243 246 248 248 249 250 248

2000 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015

American Indian/
Alaska Native

259 263 264 264 266 265 269 267

Asian/Pacific  
Islander

288 291 295 297 301 303 306 306

Black 244 252 255 260 261 262 263 260

Hispanic 253 259 262 265 266 270 272 270

White 284 288 289 291 293 293 294 292

over the short term point not to incapaci-
ty, but to long-term, structural damages to 
capacity, which have been centuries in the 
making. Given this history, some may ask: 
Is there any hope? Are there any answers? 
Are there places of success? We believe the 
future for Indigenous children and commu-
nities can–and should–be filled with hope 
and promise. 

How are education and schooling being 
braided together to help build and sustain 
the well-being of Indigenous students, fam-
ilies, and nations? We present three sites 

emblematic of a hopeful, meaningful fu-
ture in Indigenous education and schooling. 

Calcedeaver Elementary School sits al-
most thirty-seven miles north of Mobile, 
Alabama. Of the 250 students at the school, 
87 percent are members of the mowa Band 
of Choctaw Indians.15 Ninety percent of 
Calcedeaver’s students qualify for free or 
reduced lunch, and yet the school received a 
Dispelling the Myth award from the Educa-
tion Trust.16 As we noted earlier, academic 
achievement for American Indian children 
is among the lowest of all students, but at 
Calcedeaver, 100 percent of students met 
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the math standards for Alabama and 91 per-
cent met standards for reading (79 percent 
at an advanced level). The school building 
reflects the heritage of its students: “We 
wanted people to know that when they pull 
up at Calcedeaver and walk in the building, 
that this is a school that has a high popula-
tion of Native American students.”17 The 
school embraces the local culture, holds its 
students to high expectations, makes con-
nections to their local lives, and envisions 
a great future for their children. At Calce-
deaver, leaders and teachers are products 
of the school and community, demonstrat-
ing positive outcomes when local capaci-
ty is maximized and staff and community 
work together to braid the local culture with 
high academic standards.18 Calcedeaver 
thrives on its locality, without being pro-
vincial. The students understand that it is 
their school and see themselves as academ-
ic achievers. Ninety-one percent of the stu-
dents graduate from high school.

In Flagstaff, Arizona, the trilingual Pu-
ente de Hózhó Elementary School (pdh) 
offers English, Spanish, and English-Navajo  
immersion programs. The school is adorned 
with a mural painted by the famed artist 
Shonto Begaye.19 Puente de Hózhó trans-
lates loosely to “Bridge of Beauty” (Spanish 
puente meaning bridge, Navajo hózhó mean-
ing beauty) and signals the school’s com-
mitment to braid education and schooling. 
Students are first immersed in either Navajo  
or Spanish, with a gradual move to English 
over time. One of the remarkable stories of 
pdh is that its students, representing all 
walks of life, have outperformed many state 
schools in Arizona on third-grade tests. 
That achievement is remarkable when we 
consider that the tests are administered in 
English, while the curriculum at pdh is of-
fered in either Navajo or Spanish. On the 
Navajo side, teachers work closely with the 
school district to develop and administer 
assessments in English and Navajo. The in-
novative Navajo assessments do not simply 

translate English assessments; rather, they 
demonstrate that students are thinking in 
Navajo. The students can speak with their 
Navajo-speaking grandparents and excel on 
English standardized tests.20 

Principal Dawn Trubakoff tells a pro-
found story of pdh’s success. One winter, 
a Navajo woman came into the school ask-
ing to put her child on the school’s waiting 
list. The secretary asked her the sex of her 
child, and she replied, “I don’t know.” Per-
plexed, the secretary asked, “Is it a boy or a 
girl?” The woman opened her winter coat 
and replied, “My baby hasn’t been born 
yet.”21 When education and schooling hon-
or language and culture and assist children 
to perform at high academic levels, parents 
will want to send their children to school. 
Braiding education and schooling is possi-
ble; it is local, contextual, and addresses the 
needs of the community and its children.

The final example is located 158 miles 
south of Flagstaff in Tempe, Arizona. The 
Arizona State University (asu) Pueblo 
Doctoral Cohort illustrates how educa-
tion and schooling can also be braided at 
the graduate level.22 In the spring of 2011, 
two asu faculty members linked efforts 
with colleagues at the Leadership Institute 
(li) at Santa Fe Indian School in New Mex-
ico. By the fall of 2012, ten students began 
a doctoral program that was customized 
around ten critical areas. The critical areas 
were identified through ten years of work 
by the li, the nineteen Pueblos of New 
Mexico, thirty-five Indigenous think tank 
sessions, and mixed-methods research 
projects. asu built a program, rooted in 
tribal nation-building, that sought to re-
spond to the needs of the Pueblos as de-
fined by the Pueblos.23 Coursework in-
cluded fifty-four hours of classes: encom-
passing both traditional doctoral studies 
courses (such as quantitative methods) 
as well as courses focused on the needs of 
Pueblo communities (such as Indigenous 
Knowledge Systems). In addition to dis-
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Source: Center for Indian Education, Arizona State University. 

Image 1 
May 2015 Graduation of First Pueblo Doctoral Cohort at Arizona State University: (left to right) 
Professor Elizabeth Sumida Huaman, June Lorenzo, Richard Luarkie, Anthony Dorame, Carnell 
Chosa, Michele Suina, Shawn Abeita, Kenneth Lucero, Corrine Sanchez, Vince Lujan, Mark Ericson, 
Professor Bryan Brayboy

sertations, students wrote policy briefs ad-
dressing a challenge in their communities; 
all the briefs–written in 2015–have been 
enacted in some way by 2017. The students’ 
doctoral research addressed community 
needs. In 2015, ten students in the program 
graduated with the Ph.D. (see Image 1). A 
second cohort began in fall 2015, with ex-
pected graduation dates of 2018 to 2019.

These successful models do not offer sil-
ver-bullet answers to all the challenges of 
Indigenous education and schooling, but 
they help us stretch our thinking beyond 
best practices to principles of promising 
practices. The models are guided by com-
mon principles that are local and rooted in 
context; honor language and culture with-
in the schooling practice; explicitly state 

the possibility and necessity of achieving 
successful schooling practices without sac-
rificing ties to language and culture; set 
high expectations in both schooling and 
education; believe in possibilities for the 
student; and remain committed to justice.

Narratives of schooling often privilege 
individual achievement. Achievement is 
important, but this single measure eras-
es the role of history and the impacts of 
systems and structures on American In-
dian students. We must look beyond the 
metric of achievement to question taken- 
for-granted notions and ideologies about 
what schooling should be. The long-term 
battle for power has been rooted, in part, 
in the goal of the assimilation of individu-
al Native students, while the structures es-
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Revolution in Higher Education:  
Identity & Cultural Beliefs Inspire  
Tribal Colleges & Universities

Cheryl Crazy Bull & Justin Guillory

Abstract: The public increasingly requires that higher education institutions demonstrate their return on 
investment by measuring graduation rates, cost per student, job placement rates, and income. The mo-
tivation is economic: public institutions are accountable to the investor, in this case, the taxpayer. Tribal 
Colleges and Universities (TCUs), on the other hand, are indebted to and inspired by the revolutionary 
vision of their founders: the ancestors, elders, and community members who believed that higher educa-
tion rooted in tribal sovereignty, identity, systems, and beliefs would ensure the survival and prosperity of 
their people. TCUs are advancing Native student access and completion, developing scholars who are con-
tributing to knowledge creation through community-based research, and promoting economic and entre-
preneurial development in tribal communities.

The tribal college movement began with prayer and 
ceremony, according to the late Gerald One Feather  
(Oglala Lakota), a founder of the tribal college move-
ment. The founders considered the history of Amer-
ican Indian education, which was guided by the 
problematic goal of assimilation and the rejection 
of being Indian, and understood that their efforts 
required strength and guidance from the Creator, 
as perceived by each tribal nation. The founders of 
the Tribal Colleges and Universities (tcus) move-
ment also understood that for Native people to sur-
vive and preserve what it means to be Indigenous, 
they had to assert control over the very educational 
systems and schools designed for assimilation. The 
tribal college movement was, and still is, about Na-
tive people taking control of their own lives. 

In this essay, we outline three important aspects 
of the tcu movement. First, we offer a brief ori-
gin story of the concept of tcus. Second, we high-
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light the importance of the ways in which 
tcus bridge historical and contemporary 
knowledge in a cultural context. We want 
to be clear that tcus exist in a particular 
place–on Native lands–and that is im-
portant to our story. Third, we contend 
that tcus are rooted in a tribal mission 
engaged with cultural preservation and 
revitalization, which creates healthy so-
cieties and offers an outlet for contempo-
rary expressions of both the past and the 
future. The acts of the founders of tcus, 
and the current and future iterations of 
these institutions, are rooted in the pow-
erful fact that tcus are self-determining 
locations for tribal higher education; they 
were created by Indigenous peoples and 
are focused on the futures of Indigenous 
peoples. 

On March 2, 1911, August Breuninger, a 
self-described mixed-blood Menominee 
Indian, wrote to Dr. Carlos Montezuma, 
a well-known Apache physician: 

A University for Indians is the greatest step 
that we educated Indians could make in unit-
ing our people. . . . It would eliminate the gen-
eral conception of the people that an Indian 
consists of only feathers and paint. It would 
single us out to the Indians and the rest of the 
world as really progressive Indians. It would 
give us a better influence with the rising gen-
eration, by setting out our character in such 
conspicuous a manner as to be the means of 
being observed and imitated by them.1

Breuninger’s advice offers an early form 
of educational decolonization by advocat-
ing tribal unity, resisting the harmful im-
pacts of stereotypes, striving for progress, 
and creating role models for future gener-
ations.2 It is important to note, however, 
that although Breuninger was bold in ad-
vocating for a “university for Indians,” the 
proposal merely served as a precursor to an 
even more radical ambition: a university 
created by American Indians. 

Other essays in this issue of Dædalus ad-
dress the history of Indigenous education 
and schooling in detail. We add, however, 
a few points that necessarily ground any 
treatment of tcus. The specific history of 
American Indians in higher education is 
one of erasure. By the early 1960s, Ameri-
can Indian higher education was at its low-
est point. Most Indian people did not at-
tend college; of those who did, nine out of 
every ten dropped out.3 In 1961, only sixty- 
six American Indians graduated from four-
year institutions, which were predomi-
nately White.4 

Among Native people, the 1960s’ pas-
sion for civil rights and social justice re-
form manifested itself in the creation of 
the American Indian Movement, a nation-
al group that supported dramatic interven-
tions in education, health, and justice. The 
combination of the systematic failure of 
Indian education, the harsh social, politi-
cal, and economic conditions that charac-
terized the 1960s, and the desire of Indian 
people to reclaim their cultural heritage and 
undo the damaging effects of colonization 
proved a tipping point for a revolution in In-
dian education.5 The result was the estab-
lishment in 1968 of the first tribally con-
trolled college in the United States: Navajo 
Community College, now Diné College. For 
the first time in American history, a post-
secondary institution was created by Indi-
ans for Indians, representing hope and op-
portunity for the Indian people.6 The trib-
al college movement was born. 

Today, thirty-six tcus are members of 
the American Indian Higher Education 
Consortium (aihec) and serve more than 
twenty thousand Native and non-Native 
rural students, representing more than 
250 tribal groups across the United States 
and Canada. Although each tcu is unique, 
they share characteristics that distinguish 
them from nontribal institutions. Their 
core mission and identity are to rebuild In-
digenous nations through the teaching of 
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tribal histories, languages, and cultures.7 
They accomplish this by emphasizing cul-
tural preservation and revitalization and 
incorporating, when appropriate, West-
ern models of learning offered through 
mainstream disciplinary courses and de-
grees that are similar and transferable to 
mainstream four-year or graduate insti-
tutions.8 tcus focus on bridging histor-
ical and contemporary knowledge within 
a cultural context. Most tcus are located 
on rural Indian reservations, began as two-
year institutions, are less than forty years 
old, have relatively small student bodies 
(often fewer than five hundred students) 
that are predominantly American Indian, 
were chartered by one or more tribes, and 
have open admissions policies.

For our purposes, we reference the mem-
bership of the American Indian Higher Ed-
ucation Consortium, an organization estab-
lished in 1976 to strengthen the shared in-
terests of tcus. As of this writing, thirty of 
the thirty-six members are tribally char-
tered institutions established by their gov-
erning tribe under the authority of the tribe 
as a sovereign nation and as the provider of 
education for their tribal citizens. The oth-
er six members include one federally char-
tered college, two colleges operated by the 
U.S. Department of Interior Bureau of Indi-
an Education, two tribal corporations, and 
one tribal/state partnership. There are sev-
eral other postsecondary tribal institutions 
in various stages of formation that are not 
members of the aihec.

Tribal colleges provide both communi-
ty employment opportunities and serve 
as educators of current and potential em-
ployees on reservations. In 2013–2014, 
tcus employed nearly 3,400 full-time 
and nearly 1,700 part-time faculty and 
staff. Their institutions brought in more 
than $485 million in revenue, with 48 per-
cent of their total expenses in payroll. They 
also educated 22,797 college students, 87 
percent of whom were American Indian. 

And tcus serve thousands of other com-
munity members who take advantage of 
the community education opportunities 
they provide.9

Tcus represent an assertion of sover-
eignty in the form of self-determination. 
While there are significant legal implica-
tions in the definition of tribal sovereign-
ty and citizenship, for tcus, sovereignty 
is manifested in the ways that they engage 
their communities in preserving and revi-
talizing an identity that is unique to each 
tribe. Among the most important quali-
ties of identity are tribal languages; each 
tribal language is the means of describing 
relationships and building understanding 
of values, origin, and place. Tribal colleges 
build national tribal identities in addition 
to state and U.S. citizenship. In that con-
text, we recognize that our “culture groups 
are defined by their distinctive features; 
language is one distinguishing feature that 
is important to cultural identity develop-
ment and maintenance.”10 

The common thread that unites all tcus, 
as evidenced by their mission statements, 
is a commitment to the revitalization and 
promotion of their people’s culture, lan-
guage, and tradition to strengthen one’s 
tribal identity.11 The goal is not necessarily 
for Native students to “find themselves,” 
but rather to see and discover themselves 
throughout their tribal college experience. 
This experience is rooted in relationships 
between the students and each other, the 
students and the place of the tcu, and the 
students and language and culture.

Thus, on a cultural level, tcus are about 
relationships. tcu founders and leaders 
today believe that we are first and foremost 
human beings. American Indian tribes 
commonly call themselves The People,  
united by shared beliefs, customs, rela-
tionships, and a sense of belonging. Our 
ancestors and elders remind us to be proud 
of our identities and origins, and that pride 
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manifests itself in our educational work. 
The belief that we are a People is rarely 
taught in formal Western education. This 
is part of the ongoing struggle of trib-
al colleges, but also part of the essential 
work: to be places where Native students 
can simply be. Students are educated in a 
place where they are known as tribal peo-
ple. That is, for us, the essence of authen-
tic community. 

Given their culture-based missions, the 
characteristics that distinguish tribal col-
leges from other higher education institu-
tions center on the ways Indigenous values 
and beliefs are reflected throughout the in-
stitution, particularly within the curricu-
lum, program offerings, course content 
and design, and the pedagogies used by 
the faculty who teach within this context. 
The place-based nature of tcus, combined 
with their goals of supporting tribal pros-
perity and priorities, means that they are 
comprehensive in their academic and vo-
cational offerings. An individual institu-
tion might offer everything from a short-
term truck driving certificate to a master’s 
degree in education. This level of respon-
siveness to the needs of the community–
to The People–is critical to the purpose of 
tcus to provide educational access where 
it does not otherwise exist. 

James Shanley, former president of Fort 
Peck Community College and a national 
leader in Indian education, observed the 
progress of tribes and tcus in Capturing Ed-
ucation: “Saving a culture is a difficult task, 
but there are now more people who know 
(the tribe’s) history, culture, and language 
than thirty years ago.” Shanley goes on to 
describe how tcus inspire a deep “love of 
learning that is both empowering and liber-
ating. . . . I’ve always equated education with 
freedom.”12 tcus are engaged in practices 
that weave together both freedom-making 
and nation-building.

Cultural identity builds nationhood. 
Cultural identity also develops a path of 

individual achievement and leads to an im-
proved quality of life for individuals and 
families. tcus developed culturally re-
sponsive pedagogy in order to allow the 
“discovery of oneself . . . whether that is 
traditional, or whether that’s contempo-
rary, or whether that is a combination of 
those things.”13 tcus recognize the diver-
sity of their student population and their 
communities and respond to these needs 
by providing a range of supportive pro-
grams, services, and opportunities. 

Tribal colleges lead with the develop-
ment of language immersion programs, 
with a primary focus on the restoration of 
conversational language for all tribal citi-
zens. Language revitalization is viewed as 
a political act, and tcus often overcome 
significant local political disagreement to 
establish language immersion programs, 
working through tensions about which 
orthography to use, the use of communi-
ty dialects, and the choice and qualifica-
tions of language teachers. Despite these 
challenges, institutions have made tre-
mendous strides. On the Standing Rock 
reservation, for example, which straddles 
North and South Dakota, Sitting Bull Col-
lege’s language program exemplifies com-
munity-based instruction combined with 
a preservation focus and internal and ex-
ternal partnerships, all focused on the 
same aim: the restoration of the Lakota  
language. Many know Standing Rock as 
the site of the resistance to the Dakota Ac-
cess Pipeline, but it is also a site of cultur-
al resurgence in Sitting Bull College’s lan-
guage efforts. These kinds of resurgences 
are often the result of partnerships be-
tween a tcu and middle and secondary 
schools. Aaniiih Nakoda College at Fort 
Belknap in Montana operates the White 
Clay Immersion School, which has grad-
uated nearly fifty fluent or nearly fluent 
Aaniiih-speaking eighth graders. These ef-
forts seek to ensure the future of the lan-
guage and peoples of the region.
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In a move that had far-reaching implica-
tions, tcus established themselves as local 
mediators of culture. They became insti-
tutions in which tribal social norms, tradi-
tional practices, and kinship are revitalized 
in ways that are representative of the func-
tional societies of our tribal past. tcus be-
lieve that the social burdens experienced 
by our communities can be ameliorated by 
cultural restoration, which includes reviv-
ing kinship practices, using cultural values 
in decision-making, and employing cre-
ation and teaching stories as guides to how 
to live in today’s society.

Education reinforces the very commit-
ment to culture and language necessary to 
a healthy society. The diligence exhibited 
by cultural practitioners is enhanced by a 
tcu-educated tribal citizenry committed to 
maintaining traditions and knowledge and 
revitalizing language. Our spiritual leaders 
and our people pray for and believe in ed-
ucation and tcus strengthen this, in part, 
through the work of their faculty.

For Native students, trust-building is es-
sential to the learning process, and effective 
tcu faculty members will demonstrate the 
patience, trustworthiness, flexibility, and 
enthusiasm necessary to provide a caring 
environment for students. Faculty also fos-
ter relationships with Native students by 
asking about their family and their com-
munity, attending community gatherings, 
and by listening to their stories, challeng-
es, and aspirations. This process takes time, 
space, and a high level of cultural expertise 
and nuance. 

A veteran tcu faculty member might 
teach multiple generations of one family,  
enabling them to establish a connection and 
trust with the family, putting students at 
ease. tcu faculty are also embedded in the 
communities in which they live and work, 
and their community knowledge, cultural 
competency, and pedagogical skills are as 
essential as content knowledge for student 

success. This is one critical manifestation 
of tribally controlled education.

Without strategies to gather culturally 
based knowledge, it would be difficult to 
achieve the academic and community im-
pact that tcus strive for. Because tcu fac-
ulty and staff are acutely aware of the loss 
of traditional knowledge as generations 
pass and interaction with a global popu-
lation increases, tcus are distinctly multi- 
generational in their approach to education, 
incorporating the wisdom of elders, tradi-
tional experts, heads of families, and cultur-
al informants. These community members 
share their cultural and traditional knowl-
edge, tools, and resources to inform to-
day’s society. The unique features of tcus 
are also illustrated by faculty members’ in-
clusion of diverse teaching methodologies 
and practices that skillfully weave the his-
torical with the contemporary to achieve 
learning outcomes. In order to do so, tcu 
faculty must demonstrate high levels of cul-
tural competency. 

Since their inception, tribal colleges 
have devoted increasing resources to de-
velop and build the capacity of Native and 
non-Native faculty to teach at their institu-
tions. The American Indian College Fund, 
for example, implemented a five-year ini-
tiative called Woksape Oyate (Wisdom of 
the People) focused on strengthening the 
teaching, leadership, and scholarship ca-
pabilities of faculty across the tcu system. 
Through ongoing faculty development ac-
tivities and initiatives, faculty members 
are able to use culturally relevant teach-
ing strategies that also reinforce tradition-
al values such as generosity, commitment 
to community, compassion, and humility. 
Faculty often come to tcus with the de-
sire to make a difference, and this is best 
accomplished when faculty become part 
of the people they serve.14 Indeed, many 
tribal colleges have adopted a philosophy 
of “grow your own” faculty: that is, iden-
tifying individuals with existing cultural 
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capability and academic interest and pro-
viding them with the support to obtain de-
grees in order to become teachers and ad-
ministrators, stabilizing and strengthen-
ing the place-based nature of tcus.

On a more philosophical level, the im-
plicit idea within the mission statements 
of tcus is the recognition that Indigenous 
people are a people of place. “Indigenous 
people,” asserted Vine Deloria Jr., “repre-
sent a culture emergent from a place, and 
they actively draw on the power of that 
place physically and spiritually.”15 This is 
vitally important because, in order for tcus 
to fulfill their missions, they must continue 
to strive to develop an academic framework, 
curriculum, and course design that appro-
priately honor and reflect, to the extent pos-
sible, the cultural teachings and practices 
that derive from their place, which, in turn, 
foster a strong sense of identity and what 
it means to be both tribal and Indigenous. 

Recognition of place within mission of-
ten requires the return to the origin or cre-
ation story of each institution. Like Tribal 
Nations, tcus also have creation stories. 
This is a unique characteristic of tribal col-
leges and distinguishes them from other 
higher education institutions founded for 
different public and private purposes. The 
origin story of each institution honors the 
original intention of the founders and re-
inforces the manifestation of place reflect-
ed in each institution’s academic and com-
munity engagement. Retaining this indi-
vidual institutional sense of purpose is 
critical to maintaining the vision and val-
ues of the communal nature of the tribal 
college movement. 

In addition to supporting culturally ap-
propriate, place-based curricula, tcus 
train teachers and community educators, 
and collect and serve as repositories of 
tribal knowledge and information. Many 
tcu libraries serve as the tribal public li-
brary, and all house collections specific to 

their tribal communities. Many tcus have 
archives and museums in which both his-
torical and contemporary memorabilia 
and documents are preserved.

tcus do not just reinvigorate cultural and 
social prosperity in their communities, they 
also make significant economic contribu-
tions to their communities and the states 
in which they are located. A study commis-
sioned by aihec found that for every dollar 
invested in tcus in 2013–2014, the commu-
nity saw a return of $5.20 in added income 
and lifestyle improvement. Health, crime, 
and unemployment were all positively af-
fected by education, representing a signifi-
cant return on investment.16 But more stud-
ies are needed. The American Indian Col-
lege Fund’s return-on-investment literature 
review, for instance, identified limitations 
on the data gathered on tcus’ impact.17 
While most descriptions of impact are an-
ecdotal, this lack of data, usually explained 
by researchers in terms of population size, 
does not–and should not–diminish the in-
valuable ways that tcus contribute to tribal 
prosperity and citizenship beyond language 
restoration and economic impact.

From the beginning, tribal colleges were 
rooted in community engagement. Many 
tcus were founded on reservations where 
unemployment can be as high as 80 per-
cent. The importance of tcus to their 
communities “transcends their relatively 
small size.”18 tcus are not just communi-
ty centers; they are centers of the commu-
nity. The mission of tcus to build sover-
eign nations through excellence in tribal 
higher education is reflected in all aspects 
of tribal college life. Tribal college facili-
ties are used not only for educational and 
training purposes, but also for ceremonies 
and social events such as funerals, celebra-
tions, and wellness activities. tcus often 
provide the only fitness or health facilities 
available to their communities. 

In 1994, tcus were given land-grant sta-
tus through an act of the U.S. Congress, 
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making them part of a special group of 
higher education institutions supported 
by the Morrill Act, which also includes 
state land-grant institutions (1862) and 
Historically Black Colleges and Universi-
ties (1890). This status opened opportuni-
ties for additional research, program de-
velopment, and partnerships that promote 
appropriate land use, water management, 
and services to rural populations. 

In many tribal communities, tcus pro-
vide citizens the opportunity to receive 
their entire education within a tribally 
controlled educational environment. In-
dividuals can go to a tribally sponsored 
early learning center, attend a tribal pre-
kindergarten program, and participate in 
a K–12 education, leading to a tcu. This 
education path replicates the tribal social-
ization of children and youth that is highly 
valued by Indigenous people as the means 
to survival and prosperity. There is an im-
portant cultural and philosophical point 
to the fact that tcus are located in place; 
it is also important to recognize that there 
are practical and economic return-on-in-
vestment components to being an institu-
tion located in place. Likewise, it is in place 
where tcus translate and merge historical 
and contemporary aspects of knowledge. 

Tcus reflect traditional teachings. Tom 
Sampson (Tsartlip and Nez Perce Elder), a  
frequent speaker on leadership and cultur-
al values, has said that traditional teachings 
are about acknowledging that each person is 
born with special gifts;  leaders are respon-
sible for empowering and helping each per-
son discover and use their gifts to contrib-
ute to the community and their families. 
He believes that this must occur in any ed-
ucational context and in the rest of society. 
tcus strengthen identity through self-dis-
covery and self-expression.19 

A strength of tribal colleges is their abil-
ity and capacity to offer exemplary Native 
studies degree programs that not only pro-

vide the tools to effectively integrate tribal 
knowledge into all aspects of learning, but 
also have unique access to elders, knowl-
edge-holders, and sacred sites in the com-
munity. As tribal education scholar Wayne 
Stein has noted:

The Native studies department is that part of 
the indigenous college that makes it a unique 
institution. No other institution of higher 
education can or will teach the local culture 
and language with the love and accuracy that 
the locally controlled indigenous college’s 
native studies faculty will offer, over time.20 

Ready access to Indigenous knowledge 
and experiences allows faculty and stu-
dents to work together to construct deep-
ly enriching educational experiences. The 
importance of access and its influence on 
the tribal college experience is best artic-
ulated by Cheryl Crazy Bull: 

One of the great things about being in a trib-
al college is that you get to see tribal schol-
ars every day. You get to see the native lan-
guage expert. You get to see the people who 
know where the best fishing and hunting is 
based on historical and cultural knowledge. 
You get to see where people gathered at one 
time and where they camped–all that infor-
mation, all that knowledge still exists in our 
communities.21

Merging the historical with the contem-
porary happens frequently in the tribal col-
lege context. Several tcus and the aihec  
participate with science programs, re-
search, and education through the National  
Institute of Health’s Native American Re-
search Centers for Health, National Sci-
ence Foundation Experimental Program to 
Stimulate Competitive Research, and oth-
er National Science Foundation programs 
to engage health improvement, technolo-
gy amplification, and partnerships that im-
pact student and community health. Stone 
Child College on the Rocky Boy reservation 
in Montana facilitates a community-wide 
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health education program aimed at devel-
oping community health educators. Leech 
Lake Tribal College on the Leech Lake 
reservation in Minnesota grounded their 
health programming in traditional Anisha-
naabe values, recognizing sacred medicines 
such as tobacco, while simultaneously ban-
ning commercial tobacco from its campus. 

tcus are inextricably linked to the Civil 
Rights Movement, American Indian Move-
ment, and to later social movements, such 
as the Stand with Standing Rock environ-
mental and social justice movement. tcus 
were established to provide the education 
necessary to fulfill self-determination using 
modern tools and traditional knowledge. 
Tribally controlled education has evolved 
into the dynamic and comprehensive edu-
cation necessary to combat numerous so-
cial problems faced by Natives and the rest 
of society, including the challenges associ-
ated with poverty, environmental degrada-
tion, and lack of access to adequate infra-
structure, health care, housing, and trans-
portation. For example, many challenging 
health concerns such as heart disease and 
diabetes can be addressed through the use 
of tribal plants and medicines, combined 
with Native foods and fitness through Na-
tive games. Ceremonies and tribal med-
icines as well as language immersion can 
be used to alleviate posttraumatic stress 
disorders. Traditional child-rearing prac-
tices focused on the health and well-being 
of children in the context of their age, gen-
der identity, and kinship promote healthier,  
happier children.

Cultural knowledge, in this context, is 
shared both inside and outside of the class-
room by tribal scholars and researchers, lo-
cal cultural teachers, Native language speak-
ers, community leaders, advocates, and el-
ders. Students and their extended families 
are the beneficiaries of this cultural knowl-
edge, which, in turn, helps foster a positive 
self-identity development and future out-
look for students and Native communities. 

Some proponents of tribally controlled 
education want students to be able to ad-
dress issues from a tribal viewpoint rath-
er than only trying to advocate for tribal 
views through a Western lens. For example, 
Sharon Kinley, dean of Coast Salish Stud-
ies at Northwest Indian College (nwic) on 
the Lummi reservation in Washington, has 
illustrated this distinction in her descrip-
tion of the purpose of new baccalaureate 
degree programs. Kinley has stressed the 
relationship of Lummi and other Coast Sal-
ish people to the sea. The sea is the place 
from which her people emerged; it is the 
place from which her people defined their 
homelands. It represents their economy, 
describes their social system, and serves as 
the source of food and other resources. To 
approach decision-making about the wa-
ter without understanding the relationship 
of the people to the sea is to approach de-
cision-making from a nontribal perspec-
tive. The goal of the Native studies lead-
ership and Native environmental science 
degrees at nwic is to teach students to ap-
proach decision-making through self-de-
termination as tribal citizens.

tcus recognize that inherent connec-
tions between the past and present are the 
strength of tribally based higher educa-
tion. tcus also recognize that education, in 
place, allows students an opportunity to see 
the context of learning as both an academ-
ic and a cultural enterprise. Students grow 
through the opportunity to remain embed-
ded in their homelands and community and 
to receive access to an institution of higher 
education at the same time.

Tcu founders were focused on access to 
higher education. As James Shanley has 
observed, the early tcus modeled them-
selves after mainstream community col-
leges, which were designed to support lo-
cal control and visibility and to promote ac-
cess to education for all citizens, particularly 
for veterans returning from World War II.22 
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The similarities between tcus and main-
stream community colleges diverge sharp-
ly from there, however. Tribal colleges were 
not created to be mainstream institutions 
with Western educational missions. “Trib-
al colleges and universities,” according to 
Cheryl Crazy Bull, “have emerged from 
the sacred to do the necessary, present-day 
work of our ancestors. They teach our lan-
guages, socialize our children and support 
their families, protect and manage our re-
sources and assets, and preserve our identi-
ties and our ways of living for future gener-
ations.”23 Access to education is more than 
obtaining skills to earn a credential. It is 
about access to tribal knowledge, commu-
nity, role identification, purpose, kinship, 
family, and relationships. Because of tcus, 
Native students have access to a source of 
strength and support in their own commu-
nity and the resources necessary to be suc-
cessful in college.

The vision of the tcu movement is ful-
filled through this continuous, focused 
commitment to identity and place. The 
revolution that the tribal colleges mani-
fest while rooted in the founders’ vision is 
one that is dynamic in its responsiveness 
to the evolution of tcus as higher educa-
tion institutions and as community-based 
institutions. tcus demonstrate adaptabil-
ity and creativity in their development of 
resources and programs as they respond to 
changing community priorities and trib-
al needs. The desire for tribal citizens to 
be educated in order to maintain cultural 
integrity and to facilitate self-determina-
tion is still the focus of the tcu movement. 

Prayers and ceremonies both informed 
tcu visionaries and founders and served 
as their source of strength and power. 
Their sense of purpose–access to high-
er education and people restored to well-
ness and prosperity–motivates the found-
ing of tcus as well as their continued ex-
istence despite numerous financial and 

social challenges. Symbolic representa-
tions of this sense of purpose permeate 
the environment of tcus, ranging from 
course content to facility design. Most 
important, however, these representations 
occur in the actions of students, staff, and 
tcu leadership; they act as good relatives 
to each other and to the rest of creation; 
they keep the teachings of their ancestors 
alive; and they focus on being a people as 
defined by their own values and stories.

As revolutionaries, the founders of tribal 
higher education institutions committed to 
remaining unchanged as Indigenous, to re-
sisting assimilation, and to serve as the pil-
lars of modern tribal Indigenous societies. 
Their vision of transformation and wellness 
rooted in traditional educational practices, 
spirituality, and relationship remains at the 
heart of the tribal college movement. 

The return on investment desired by 
tcu founders is being fulfilled. They want-
ed tribal people to be educated beyond sur-
vival. The founders wanted their people to 
prosper as Indigenous people. This pros-
perity rooted in tribal sovereignty, identity,  
the development of tribally controlled ed-
ucation systems, and the use of our values 
and beliefs to advance our goals is being 
accomplished.
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The New World of the  
Indigenous Museum

Philip J. Deloria

Abstract: Museums have long offered simplistic representations of American Indians, even as they served 
as repositories for Indigenous human remains and cultural patrimony. Two critical interventions–the 
founding of the National Museum of the American Indian (1989) and the passage of the Native Amer-
ican Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (1990)–helped transform museum practice. The decades 
following this legislation saw an explosion of excellent tribal museums and an increase in tribal capacity in 
both repatriation and cultural affairs. As the National Museum of the American Indian refreshes its per-
manent galleries over the next five years, it will explicitly argue for Native people’s centrality in the Amer-
ican story, and insist not only on survival narratives, but also on Indigenous futurity.

When Indigenous visitors from across the country 
and the world come to Washington, D.C., they often 
head for the Smithsonian National Museum of the 
American Indian (nmai). Located on the Mall, in 
close proximity to the Capitol, the distinctive build-
ing captures the curvilinear forms of the natural 
world while simultaneously evoking the elaborate 
perched stone cities of Southwestern cliff-dwellers.  
Inside, visitors find flags from a host of tribal nations 
surrounding a vast domed space, a gathering place 
for local groups, national organizations, and muse-
um programming. 

In the original configuration, put in place at the 
museum’s opening in 2004, three permanent exhi-
bition galleries anchored the museum, along with 
a theater and film documentary, two changing ex-
hibits, and the Mitsitam Café, which served Na-
tive foods from North and South America. Embed-
ded within those three large galleries were a series 
of smaller spaces featuring tribally curated exhib-
its meant to explore the history and culture of indi-
vidual groups, even as the museum itself sought to 
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explore more general themes: Our Lives, 
Our Peoples, Our Universes. On opening 
day, some twenty-five thousand Indige-
nous people marched in celebration on the 
Mall, welcoming the museum into being. 
It was a joyous occasion, an assertion of 
Native pride, presence, and survival. What 
could possibly go wrong?

Same-day negative reviews appeared 
in both The New York Times and The Wash-
ington Post accusing the nmai of a lack of 
scholarly rigor and haphazard exhibits 
marked by vagueness and superficiality.  
Disappointment and harsh words also 
came from Indigenous critics, who want-
ed a more visibly confrontational politics. 
Many visitors, who could not pigeonhole 
the museum into a familiar category, be-
came disoriented: Was it an art museum 
full of beautiful, well-lit aesthetic objects? 
(Not really, though the lighting was often 
excellent.) A history museum? (No, it pre-
sented nothing like a linear history.) An 
anthropological museum, full of “culture 
areas” and representative ethnographic 
pieces? (Definitely not!)1

The nmai was (and is) a disorienting 
museum. It gleefully decontextualized 
ethnographic artifacts, assembling arrow-
heads, ceramic masks, and small gold pieces 
into new forms, creating aesthetically ori-
ented swirls and patterns bundled together 
into display cases. The small “pods” of trib-
al self-presentation interrupted and punc-
tured viewers’ efforts to find a linear argu-
ment as they moved through a gallery. And 
those pods were themselves uneven: some 
focused on only a few objects, some on text-
heavy recounting of tribal history and cul-
ture, some aiming to create an experience 
of Indigenous home space. Some were sim-
ply more compelling than others. Many vis-
itors wanted a recounting of a painful his-
tory, around which they could organize 
viewing experiences of guilt, empathy, and 
painless redemption, before heading to the 
café for quasi-exotic food. (No hamburg-

ers here; only bison burgers!) The museum 
studiously avoided the tone of dispassion-
ate anthropological expertise found on so 
many wall labels in other museums. In oth-
er words, it seemed to have willfully walked 
away from the capital-M authority of the 
Museum itself. Visitors’ confusion was the 
result of an assertive Indigenous museum 
practice–nonlinear and holistic–that dou-
bled down on the absence of the forms and 
language of the classic Western museum.

The authority of the Museum had been a 
long time in the making. Beginning in the 
sixteenth century, Renaissance rulers, aris-
tocrats, merchants, and scientists assem-
bled eclectic collections of material–nat-
ural history, art, religious relics, and an-
tiquities–into what we commonly refer 
to as “cabinets of curiosities.” These cab-
inets–sometimes a literal cabinet, but of-
ten a discrete room overstuffed with mate-
rial–served as both the venue for scholarly 
study and the performative basis for claims 
to knowledge, authority, and power. The 
cabinets demonstrated the commanding 
reach of elites, for they often featured ob-
jects from trade routes, explorations, and 
conquests stretching across the globe. Na-
tive cargo from the New World and the Pa-
cific frequently made its way to such cab-
inets, marking “the Indigenous” as a key 
element in an Enlightenment project that 
married power and knowledge with Eu-
ropean imperial and colonial endeavors 
around the planet. 

In such cabinets, one can see the germs 
of what would become long-standing 
museum practices. A collection of dispa-
rate objects required categories and cata-
loging; in that process, one might create 
knowledge. A collection required care; it 
became a proprietary site for new forms of 
archival science and storage. A collection 
required management of objects coming 
in and objects going out; the arts of acces-
sion, deaccession, and provenance were 
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constituted and consolidated. A collec-
tion required collecting: out of the cab-
inets were borne the field agent and the 
collecting expedition, a venture with no 
purpose other than the acquisition of ob-
jects. And a collection created a vast web 
of possibilities for recontextualization, for 
moving objects out of one location (a util-
itarian cooking pot, for instance) and into 
another (as a definitive example of Amer-
ican Indian life). The most important re-
contextualization may have centered on 
the authority of collectors themselves, for 
the objects constituted them as unique fig-
ures of authority.

At the same time, the cabinets–and the 
more formalized museums that soon fol-
lowed–also constituted and displayed the  
Indigenous as a category and object: non- 
European, defined in light of colonial en-
counters, and primitive–either as “natu-
ral” or as “savage” in relation to the “civi-
lized.” Indigenous people and their things 
were quickly incorporated into emergent 
scientific discourses: natural history (they 
were like animals), ethnology and anthro-
pology (they were “earlier” forms of hu-
man social organization), archeology (you 
found them when you started digging), 
and craniology (skull comparisons might 
reveal racial differences in intelligence and 
capacity). They had cultural functions as 
well. Indigenous objects had a trophy-like 
quality to them, serving as evidence of past 
conflict and Western military and civili-
zational superiority. Indigenous material 
culture could function as a kind of fetish or 
token for the claims to Indigenous lands. 

In this light, it is unsurprising to find 
that, in the early United States, collecting 
and cabinets took on particularly nation-
alist forms as they were gradually reshaped 
into that thing we call the museum. Phil-
adelphia artist Charles Willson Peale de-
veloped a museum out of a collection of 
portraits, placed on public display in his 
home. The exhibit–for we can truly name 

it that and identify it as a characteristic of 
museums–proved popular, and when 
Peale realized he could charge admission, 
he began collecting not simply art, but also 
antiquities, natural history specimens, fos-
sils, and American Indian artifacts, among 
other objects. His son Titian Ramsay Peale 
would sign on as an artist/naturalist/col-
lector to a number of exploring expedi-
tions in the American South and West 
as well as the 1838–1842 Wilkes Expedi-
tion, which explored the globe. In 1794, 
the Peale Museum moved to the Ameri-
can Philosophical Society, thus constitut-
ing its authority around the nation’s first 
scientific association, even as it revealed 
that the museum and its things could also 
serve as experiential commodities.

In New York, John Pintard’s 1791 Ameri-
can Museum featured more curiosities than 
natural history specimens, and it changed 
hands several times before becoming, in 
1841, P. T. Barnum’s American Museum, a 
combination of display, freak show, amuse-
ment, theater, and zoo that proved a cen-
tral venue in the development of American 
popular culture. In Virginia, Thomas Jeffer-
son, likely in 1783, made the first systemat-
ic archeological investigation in the Unit-
ed States, trenching and carving an Indian 
burial mound on the Rivanna River, an ef-
fort that he recounted in Notes on the State 
of Virginia (1785). Philadelphia physician 
Samuel George Morton’s Crania Americana 
(1839) based its argument–racial differenc-
es demonstrated by cranial capacity, which 
indexed intelligence–on an ever-growing 
collection of human skulls. Many of these 
were of Indigenous people; most were not 
archeological specimens, but were pro-
cured by Army surgeons on battlefields 
and by robbing graves and recent burials. In 
1829, British scientist James Smithson died, 
leaving his estate to the United States for the 
founding of “an establishment for the in-
crease and diffusion of knowledge among 
men,” thus creating the Smithsonian In-
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stitution, which formalized the meeting of 
what we now recognize in terms of scientif-
ic research, collecting and collections man-
agement, exhibition and programming, and 
the imagined community of the nation.2 

This potted history suggests only some 
of the ways that American Indian people 
might be incorporated into the project that 
was “the museum.” They were the objects 
of knowledge, rarely active subjects in its 
production; others would speak about 
them and occasionally for them. This dom-
inating knowledge was matched by the ac-
companying devastation of Indigenous 
lands and peoples; museums and their 
collections were not neutral or innocent. 
They were full of Indian things. In the latter 
half of the nineteenth century, for exam-
ple, frontier officers and doctors sent in a 
steady stream of human remains from bat-
tlefields and graves (to the Army Medical 
Museum, for example), accompanied by a 
vast array of material culture that dispersed 
across any number of American museums. 
Founded in 1879, the Bureau of Ethnology 
(later, Bureau of American Ethnology) was 
created to transfer records and organize the 
anthropological knowledge of the United 
States under the rubric of the Smithsonian 
Institution. It housed information from the 
great geographical surveys of the 1870s and 
established its own fieldwork and collect-
ing programs. The Bureau’s first effort–
the 1879 Stevenson expedition to the Zuni 
Pueblo–acquired thousands of items, an-
choring a collection that would eventual-
ly surpass ten thousand objects, all taken 
from a single location!3 By the early twenti-
eth century, as historian Douglas Cole and 
others have documented, the long-held be-
lief that Indigenous cultures were “vanish-
ing” led to a rush of collection activity and 
the establishment of major museum collec-
tions in New York, Chicago, Denver, and 
elsewhere.

Those museums established expecta-
tions for Indians: Native peoples were 

vanished, racially and socially primitive, 
voiceless, and spoken for by knowledge-
able authorities. Their material traces were 
commonly organized around three cate-
gories: American history, in which they 
made a quick appearance and then disap-
peared; anthropology, in which they illus-
trated social evolution or, at best, cultur-
al relativism; or art, in which their objects 
were recontextualized around form more 
than function, and in which they served as 
a primitivist foil for American and Euro-
pean modernism.

Museums have exploded in number and 
popularity over the last century, and Indi-
an people have sought to undo these his-
tories, contesting the politics of museum 
representation and demanding the repa-
triation of human remains and materi-
al culture taken during the rush to build 
collections. In 1978, the Zuni people peti-
tioned the Denver Art Museum for the re-
turn of the Ahayu:da, commonly referred to 
as “war gods”: that is, carved poles placed 
around the Zuni homeland and meant, in 
a sacred process, to deteriorate over time. 
It was the first episode in a long struggle 
to repatriate, from museums and collec-
tors, scores of Ahayu:da, as well as oth-
er objects of cultural patrimony. Around 
the same time, tribal people, led by Indi-
an veterans, began drawing parallels to the 
extraordinary efforts of veterans’ groups 
and the United States to repatriate hu-
man remains from Vietnam. They noted 
the large number of Indian war dead that 
were shamefully acquired and finding no 
rest in American museum collections.4 

Repatriation–which would be formal-
ized in the 1990 Native American Graves 
Protection and Repatriation Act (nagpra) 
 –was first articulated as policy a year ear-
lier, in the 1989 act that created the Na-
tional Museum of the American Indian. 
In other words, while nagpra would es-
tablish a process used by tribes and mu-
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seums to reconsider past practices of col-
lecting that lived on in various collections 
across the country, the critical precedent 
was the creation of the nmai, which was 
dedicated “exclusively to the history and 
art of cultures Indigenous to the Ameri-
cas.”5 The nmai enabling act rests on four 
arguments: first, that there was no nation-
al voice or clearinghouse for American In-
dian perspectives on the role of the Indige-
nous in American history and life; second, 
that the acquisition of the Heye Museum 
of the American Indian in New York City 
offered an opportunity to create a national 
museum on the basis of an already-strong 
collection; third, that a site was available 
on the National Mall, and was designated 
for the use of the Smithsonian; and final-
ly, that a national museum would enable 
and support a program of repatriation. The 
act states: 

(6) by order of the Surgeon General of the 
Army, approximately 4,000 Indian human 
remains from battlefields and burial sites 
were sent to the Army Medical Museum 
and were later transferred to the Smithso-
nian Institution; 

(7) through archaeological excavations, in-
dividual donations, and museum donations, 
the Smithsonian Institution has acquired ap-
proximately 14,000 additional Indian hu-
man remains; 

(8) the human remains referred to in para-
graphs (6) and (7) have long been a matter 
of concern for many Indian tribes, includ-
ing Alaska Native Villages, and Native Ha-
waiian communities which are determined 
to provide an appropriate resting place for 
their ancestors; 

(9) identification of the origins of such hu-
man remains is essential to addressing that 
concern.6

The nmai came into existence–from 
a Native American perspective–to repair 
and reconcile a long and painful history of 

relations between Indian people and Amer-
ican museums. And that history was not 
only defined by grotesque practices of col-
lecting. Representations of Indian people 
in American museums had long reinforced 
deep ideological formations about Indian 
disappearance, savagery, and exoticism. As 
Indigenous studies scholar Jean O’Brien has 
demonstrated, one of the most important 
vectors for “vanishing” (as an active verb) 
Indians was the local historical society.7 In 
countless small museums, the local and re-
gional histories of Indians were framed in 
terms of their disappearance, which made 
for a harmless, curious prehistory of the 
White settlement of towns and counties. 
Sometimes, these frames included ges-
tures toward past violence, framing his-
torical narratives usually based on a kind 
of innate Indian aggression. A “defensive” 
victory over such Indians not infrequent-
ly rooted the local origin myth. Often such 
museums did not hesitate to display Indian 
remains. In Illinois, for example, a local chi-
ropractor named Don Dickson began exca-
vating mounds in the 1920s, eventually un-
covering 237 Indian skeletons. Rather than 
removing them from the ground, howev-
er, Dickson removed the dirt and covered 
the site with a building, creating a kind of 
“dig” museum that exposed an entire Indi-
an cemetery to visitors. Faced with substan-
tial and ongoing Indian protest, and in the 
wake of nagpra, the state closed down the 
private museum in 1992, entombing the re-
mains in limestone and building a new mu-
seum on the site.

Larger museums with bigger budgets 
created life displays, arranging their mate-
rial culture artifacts on manikins and pos-
ing them in family groupings. The diorama 
proved a favorite mechanism for placing 
Indians in the context of precontact “life-
ways” displays that linked subsistence, so-
cial life, and culture firmly in the past. At 
the University of Michigan museum, for 
example, the single most popular display 
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for decades was a collection of miniature 
dioramas, remembered by generations of 
locals who first saw them on school-spon-
sored field trips. The dioramas were com-
pelling: they were beautifully made, fasci-
nating acts of human craft. But there was 
also something magical about tiny, prim-
itive people encased in small transparent 
boxes. And for fifth-grade boys, the “ac-
curate” representation of bare breasts put 
a touch of the erotic on top of the exotic. 
Ann Arbor residents loved the dioramas; 
Native American students, faculty, and vis-
itors did not. At Chicago’s Field Museum, 
the Hopi diorama contained life casts of 
real people who were recognizable to oth-
er Hopis as family members and friends. 

These histories of display and represen-
tation bring us back to 2004 and the mixed 
receptions to the first iteration of the Na-
tional Museum of the American Indian. 
Non-Native audiences came to the beauti-
ful new building with a firm set of expecta-
tions about what they would see, all part of 
these long and familiar traditions of Amer-
ican museology: there would be sad, nos-
talgic regret and a little guilt; there would 
be cultural difference on display; and there 
would be something about environmen-
talism and spirituality. The (mostly) In-
dian people who consulted with Native 
communities and then planned, curated, 
crafted, and labeled the exhibits offered 
a very different (and utterly understand-
able) message: “We are still here! We have 
not vanished!” 

This, in itself, made the nmai unlike oth-
er museums. But the curators were also part 
of important questionings in the museum 
world itself, and their exhibits–nonlinear 
to the point of confusion, multivocal to the 
point of uncertainty–spoke to the possi-
bilities of a postcolonial and postmodern 
practice. In that sense, the museum was try-
ing not simply to repair the past, but also 
to shape the future. Other museums had 
made similar efforts to rethink represen-

tation. The University of British Colum-
bia Museum, for example, is justly recog-
nized for its “open storage” systems, in 
which visitors can see not simply a few ob-
jects in tightly organized curations, but, to 
a large extent, the full reach–many would 
say the “overkill”–of early collecting. The 
very form of the display revealed a different 
kind of history. In Paris, the Musée du Quai 
Branly mounted spatially disorienting gal-
leries organized around structuralist argu-
ments in which war clubs, canoe paddles, 
and money belts from Indigenous cultures 
around the world demonstrated meaning-
ful affinities. 

If these were some of the contexts for 
the nmai, however, they were insuffi-
ciently widespread to seem familiar. The 
nmai did, in fact, prove confusing to the 
average visitor, and attendance began a 
slow, though not always even, decline in 
the years following the opening. The non-
linear spatiality of the museum got in the 
way of its message–“we are still here!”–
which, if it was emotionally imperative for 
Indian people, proved insufficient (even as 
it was received) to hold the affective, intel-
lectual, and visual imagination of viewers. 

At the moment of its creation, that mes-
sage was–appropriately–central to the 
museum’s mission and its Native constit-
uency. Equally critical to that constituen-
cy, however, was the question of repatria-
tion. The Native American Graves Protec-
tion and Repatriation Act followed close 
on the heels of the creation of the nmai, 
and their respective processes developed 
in close parallel to one another, to the point 
that the nmai now runs more or less in 
sync with nagpra.

nagpra requires federal agencies, mu-
seums, and other entities receiving feder-
al funding to prepare inventories of their 
holdings across key categories–human 
remains, funerary objects, cultural pat-
rimony, and sacred objects–and to con-
vey those inventories to interested tribes. 
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Holdings may be affiliated (the museum 
knows the provenance of an item, includ-
ing tribal origin) or unaffiliable (there is no 
way to know origin). Many items occupy 
a space in between: they are not yet affil-
iated, but there are grounds to think that 
they could be through a process of inves-
tigation. Tribes are able to request consul-
tations on the inventories. Typically, these 
consultations involve site visits to muse-
ums and examination of items. Following 
the consultation, a tribe can prepare a claim 
(the burden of proof is on the tribe, not 
the museum); if the claim meets nagpra  
criteria, the museum must deaccession 
and repatriate the object. An appeals board 
hears cases in which a tribe disputes a mu-
seum’s judgment on its claims.

In the early 1990s, as nagpra was being 
implemented, museum curators and an-
thropologists feared that newly empowered 
Indian people would be backing trailers up 
to museum loading docks and spiriting off 
vast parts of collections. They needn’t have 
worried. nagpra requires a deliberative 
process and does not empower Indian peo-
ple all that much. And most Native people 
have complex ideas on the ways repatria-
tion might work, particularly in relation to 
objects. I witnessed a consultation in the 
mid-1990s, for example, in which the mu-
seum laid out on tables literally hundreds 
of objects from its inventories. The tribal 
consultants–a team of elders and adminis-
trators–spent a long day examining them. 
A couple of things soon became apparent 
to all. First, these people treasured the ob-
jects in the museum’s collections. They 
greeted them, held them, and discussed 
them with a kind of happy reverence. Sec-
ond, they were not reflexively hostile to 
the museum as a custodial site; in the end, 
they said that they planned to proceed on 
a cultural patrimony claim on five or six 
items. Third, the museum, which record-
ed the discussions, gained far more from 
the exchange than it ended up giving to the 

tribe. The consultants offered detailed de-
scriptions of the use, meanings, and sto-
ries surrounding many of the objects, and 
curators told me later that they were eager 
to fill in their databases with this prolifer-
ation of new information. Ideally, as now 
happens with many museums, the actual 
nagpra claim takes shape in a collabora-
tive and consultative setting (though that 
is of course not always the case). nagpra 
has forced tribes to build a new capacity 
around cultural affairs, which has, in turn, 
redounded to tribal benefit. In the best cas-
es, museums have served as valuable part-
ners and supporters for tribes; in the worse 
cases, they have been recalcitrant, obstruc-
tionist, and distrustful. 

As the new flagship Smithsonian mu-
seum, the nmai has consistently sought 
to take a leadership position on repatria-
tion issues. It has long hoped–and is get-
ting close–to repatriate all human remains 
from its collections, demonstrating the pos-
sibilities for a humane resolution to a dif-
ficult history. The nmai has also insisted 
that repatriation claim assessments rely on 
the highest caliber of scholarly research; 
lengthy reports offer comprehensive dis-
cussions of cultural affiliation claims, col-
lecting histories, and museum provenance. 
They adhere to a rigorous interpretation of 
guidelines. The museum has, at the same 
time, modeled ways in which repatriation 
claims can serve as partnerships that are 
productive for tribes. nmai repatriation 
staff members have developed strong work-
ing relationships with tribal repatriation of-
ficers. These same kinds of relationships are 
in reach for all museums, and many have 
taken similar paths.

The nmai comprises three–or perhaps 
four–museums. The original Heye Muse-
um in New York City had a loyal following, 
and many insisted that it retain some pres-
ence in the City. The nmai-New York mu-
seum continues that history, exchanging 
exhibits with the Washington, D.C., mu-
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seum. Like many Smithsonian museums, 
the nmai also maintains a storage and 
research site in a third museum in Suit-
land, Maryland. In its earliest incarna-
tion, nmai leaders also insisted on a kind 
of virtual “Fourth Museum,” which was 
to be its tangible connections to Indian 
Country. The nmai would consult on ex-
hibition topics and future collecting, train 
community people to help develop shows 
(and tribal pods within galleries), train in-
terns in museum practice, and send trav-
eling exhibitions across Indian Country. 
The aim was not simply to host a national  
museum on the Mall, but to help support 
and grow a range of tribal museums across 
the country. 

One should not assume that the nmai 
represented the first effort on the part of 
Indian people to intervene in museum 
practices. The early twentieth-century 
Seneca intellectual and activist Arthur C. 
Parker spent his entire career as a museum 
specialist. Native anthropologists such as  
J. N. B. Hewitt (Tuscarora), William Jones 
(Fox), and Ella Deloria (Dakota) found 
themselves working in or with museums, 
including both large institutions such as the 
Smithsonian and the Field Museum in Chi-
cago as well as small ones such as the W. H. 
Over Museum in Vermillion, South Dakota.  
In 1931, Mohegan medicine woman and 
intellectual Gladys Tantaquidgeon, along 
with her father John and brother Harold, 
founded the Tantaquidgeon Indian Muse-
um in Uncasville, Connecticut. 

Most of the credit for tribal museums 
goes to tribes, communities, and visionary 
local museum leaders. The list of innova-
tive, beautifully designed, Indigenous mu-
seums is long and getting longer: the Ta-
mastslikt Cultural Institute (Oregon), the 
Mashentucket Pequot Museum (Connecti-
cut), the Chickasaw Nation Museum (Okla-
homa), the Ziibiwing Center of Anishi-
nabe Culture and Lifeways (Michigan), the 
Southern Ute Cultural Center (Colorado), 

the Acoma Sky City Cultural Center (New 
Mexico), and the Alaska Native Heritage 
Center (Alaska), among others. The Na-
tional Association of Tribal Historic Pres-
ervation Officers lists over sixty tribal mu-
seums on its website.8 Many of these, such 
as the Seminole Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum, 
have state-of-the art conservation facilities; 
others, such as the long-running and beau-
tiful Tantaquidgeon Museum, function as 
less-formal structured sites of community 
memory and self-representation. Many of 
these institutions have staff members who 
have passed through the nmai or other 
tribal museums. 

And of course, tribal museum profession-
als have found many other routes into mu-
seum leadership. Roberta Conner (Cayuse) 
of the Tamastslikt Cultural Institute entered 
the field through journalism and manage-
ment, for example. Hartman Lomawaima 
(Hopi) went to Harvard and worked his 
way through the museum world to be-
come Director of the Arizona State Mu-
seum. James Nason (Comanche) earned a 
Ph.D. at the University of Washington, stay-
ing in Seattle as curator at the Burke Muse-
um. Lomawaima and Nason, among others, 
worked hard to foster a national organiza-
tion for tribal museums, libraries, and ar-
chives, planting seeds for today’s Associa-
tion of Tribal Archives, Libraries, and Mu-
seums, incorporated in 2010.9

If “we are still here!” was the right note 
for the nmai to strike in 2004, it is also the 
case that permanent exhibitions are never 
permanent, and audiences and tribal needs 
have changed since the opening. Over the 
last few years, the nmai has been replac-
ing its original galleries in an effort to look 
squarely to the future and to continuing 
its role in leading the museum world on 
all things Indigenous. Its Nation to Na-
tion show, launched in 2014 and meant to 
bridge gallery renovations, demonstrates 
that future, which is based upon a contin-
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ual insistence that one cannot know any-
thing significant about the American past 
or present without foregrounding Indian 
people–their treaties, in the case of Nation 
to Nation–their sovereignties, and their 
lands. The first permanent gallery reinstal-
lation, “Americans” (scheduled to open in 
early 2018 ), will directly engage the history 
that many visitors found lacking in 2004, 
retelling the classic stories of the United 
States through an Indigenous lens. 

American museums with Native Amer-
ican collections–including the nmai–
have also been engaged with Indigenous 
museum practice in an international con-
text. The Australia National Museum’s larg-
est gallery is dedicated to First Australians; 
local museums in Melbourne and Sydney 
have collaborated with Aboriginal people in 
designing exhibits that speak to their local 
communities. Taiwan has an equivalent of 
the nmai, a dedicated Aboriginal (prehis-
tory) museum, located in Taitung, as well as 
the private Shung Ye Museum of Formosan 
Aborigines, which sits directly across from 
the massive Palace Museum. In Canada, the 
outcome of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission and recent 150th Anniversary 
Celebrations has created particularly visi-
ble national conversations and debates con-
cerning First Nations people and museums. 
In Hokkaido, Japan, the Shiraoi Ainu Muse-
um (Porotokotan) offers both an Ainu-cen-
tered representational politics and a local 
anchor for Indigenous culture and institu-
tional capacity. In Aotearoa/New Zealand, 
the National Museum, Te Papa Tongarewa 
in Wellington, as well as major museums 
in Auckland, Christchurch, and Dunedin, 
began with natural history and moved, like 
early American museums, seamlessly into 
Maori ethnological collecting. The 1980s 
U.S. tour of Maori arts, Te Maori, marked 
a new point of engagement for New Zea-
land museums and Maori people. In 2016, 
the Smithsonian repatriated fifty-four hu-
man remains through the Te Papa Museum, 

as part of Karanga Aotearoa, an internation-
al repatriation effort that has returned over 
four hundred human remains to New Zea-
land. These kinds of global exchanges–and 
these are only a few examples–have been 
driven in part by the institutional infra-
structures made possible through big mu-
seums and in part through global Indige-
nous networks.

Tribal museums, like all museums, not 
only document the past and educate the 
present; they also reach out toward an In-
digenous future. One part of that mission 
surely involves technical transformations: 
new digital collections–management tools 
and web access offer the opportunity for 
the cultivation of new audiences; new dis-
play strategies create different kinds of 
museum-going experiences; and new ex-
hibits seek to transform the old narratives 
surrounding Indigenous peoples. But the 
leadership of Indigenous museums goes be-
yond the technical. It returns, in the end, to 
the thingness of things themselves. Across a 
global range of traditions, Indigenous peo-
ple have consistently located power in ob-
jects. If the institution that is the Museum 
makes any generalizable argument, it is that 
its collections are more than distant objects 
locked in glass cases or hidden in storage fa-
cilities. All museums aspire to be something 
other than, as philosopher Theodor Adorno 
once suggested, mausoleums, the homes of 
no-longer vital dead objects.10 

The very nature of the Indigenous muse-
um, engaged with Indigenous epistemolo-
gies, suggests in important ways the pos-
sibility that one might invest objects with 
the power to return one’s gaze. In the In-
digenous museum, one is reminded–per-
haps more than elsewhere–to maintain a 
relation of reciprocity between object and 
viewer, to find in the institutional setting an 
occasion for musing–the generation of liv-
ing, creative knowledge. The National Mu-
seum of the American Indian was confus-
ing to its first visitors, confounding them 
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through presentations that spoke with a 
strong Indigenous accent. That accent, like 
Indian people themselves, will not be going 
anywhere. It speaks of histories of pain and 
resistance, as it must. But it also speaks–to 
all museums–of the capacity of seeming-
ly inanimate objects that are empowered to 
ask us to muse: to contemplate. To become  

be-mused by intellectual and ethical chal-
lenges. To become a-mused, not in the su-
perficial way we imagine amusement, but in 
a deep way that situates us as new kinds of 
perceivers, thinkers, and knowers, and thus 
as new and better actors in a world in which 
Indigenous people continue to struggle,  
survive, and prosper.
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The Story of Indian Health is  
Complicated by History, Shortages & 
Bouts of Excellence

Mark N. Trahant

Abstract: One of the primary goals of the U.S. government’s entry into health care was to protect soldiers 
by isolating tribal populations and inoculating them against infectious disease. When tribes signed the le-
gally binding treaties, the United States promised them doctors, nurses, facilities, and basic health care. 
Yet this promise has never been fully funded by Congress. The Indian Health Service, which includes trib-
al and nonprofit health agencies, is tasked with defying gravity, and this has led to a regular cycle of heart-
breaking stories about a system that fails American Indian and Alaska Native patients. Yet, at the same 
time, the Indian health system has achieved remarkable innovation and excellence.

Every so often, the “story” of Indian health is told 
by a news organization. For example, The Wall Street 
Journal reported the death of several Native Ameri-
can patients in Pine Ridge and Sisseton, South Da-
kota, and Winnebago, Nebraska: “In some of the 
nation’s poorest places, the government health ser-
vice charged with treating Native Americans failed 
to meet minimum U.S. standards for medical facili-
ties, turned away gravely ill patients and caused un-
necessary deaths, according to federal regulators, 
agency documents and interviews.” The report adds 
that the Indian Health Service (ihs) “operates a net-
work of hospitals and clinics, much like the Veter-
ans Health Administration. Under U.S. treaties that 
date back generations, the service is legally respon-
sible for providing medical care to about 2.2 million 
tribal members. But that system has collapsed in the 
often-remote corners of Indian Country, where pa-
tients live hours from other medical providers, often  
have no insurance and depend on the federal ser-
vice.”1 A few days later, at a budget hearing on Cap-
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itol Hill, a number of senators weighed in 
on The Wall Street Journal report. “The sto-
ries are heartbreaking,” said Senator Lisa 
Murkowski, R-Alaska, chair of the Appro-
priations subcommittee that funds Indian 
health programs. She added that though the 
then-Acting Director of ihs, Mary Smith,  
had indicated that “the agency was com-
mitted to doing ‘whatever it takes’ to de-
liver quality care,” Murkowski still found 
that serious problems continued, includ-
ing hospitals operating without having re-
ceived recertification from the Center for 
Medicare and Medicaid Services despite 
an additional $29 million approved to ad-
dress these problems.2 Murkowski stat-
ed that she was “very concerned” that the 
Trump budget request 

does not adequately meet the needs for health 
care in Indian Country. The disparities be-
tween health outcomes for American Indi-
an and Alaska Native people compared to the 
population at large are staggering. For exam-
ple, American Indians and Alaska Natives are 
three times more likely to die from diabetes. 
The drug-related death rate for Native Amer-
icans has increased 454 percent since 1979 to 
almost twice the rate for all other ethnicities. 
And, the suicide rate among our First Peoples 
is roughly twice that for the rest of the pop-
ulation. In order to improve health care de-
livery, the ihs must do a better job at hiring 
and retaining an adequate number of qual-
ified doctors and nurses. The ihs must also 
do a better job of maintaining a large facilities 
infrastructure that serves 2.2 million Ameri-
can Indians and Alaska Natives. This requires 
significant resources. Currently, the vacancy 
rate for Indian Health Service doctors, den-
tists, and physician assistants is roughly 30 
percent. The backlog of facilities mainte-
nance at ihs hospitals is over half a billion 
dollars, and according to the agency’s own 
budget documents, the average age of its fa-
cilities is roughly four times that of its private 
sector counterparts. Additional resources are 

not the only answer–the agency must also 
do more to improve the quality of its exist-
ing work force.3

Another member of the subcommittee, 
Jon Tester, D-Montana, was frustrated by 
the administration’s budget request and 
the refusal of the agency’s current acting 
head, Michael Weahkee, to admit wheth-
er there would be an increase or a de-
crease in the agency’s ability to hire staff. 
When questioned directly about the bud-
get, Weakhee replied only that the ihs was 
prioritizing “maintaining direct care ser-
vices.”4 But this was not an isolated inci-
dent; there has been a long history of Indi-
an Health Service directors who were un-
able or unwilling to answer that question. 
If we consider the Senate exchanges as a 
story, it becomes one that tells of incompe-
tence, poor management, too few doctors, 
and, most certainly, not enough money.

Because we only have sparse evidence 
about Indian health problems prior to Eu-
ropean contact, this story of Indian health 
begins with European colonization, when 
serious health challenges such as smallpox 
reached catastrophic proportions. As his-
tory of medicine scholar and physician 
David S. Jones has written, “Estimates of 
pre-contact American populations vary 
between 8 and 112 million (2 to 12 million 
for North America), and estimates of to-
tal mortality range from 7 to 100 million. 
Whatever the exact numbers, the mortali-
ty was unprecedented and overwhelming.” 
Europeans introduced several diseases, in-
cluding smallpox, measles, influenza, and 
malaria, to Native populations from the 
sixteenth to nineteenth centuries. “Popu-
lations often decreased by more than 90% 
during the first century after contact. As 
recently as the 1940s and 1960s, new high-
ways and new missionaries brought patho-
gens to previously isolated tribes in Alaska 
and Amazonia.”5 It’s impossible to over-
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state the consequences of a 90 percent 
mortality rate. This is the root of histor-
ical trauma: the collective memory of a 
people nearly wiped off of their homeland. 

Greg Bourland, then-chairman of the 
Cheyenne River Tribe in South Dakota, 
shared in The New York Times Magazine a 
personal familial history of epidemic. He 
wrote about his great-great-grandmother 
Blue Earnings: 

She was a powerful Lakota medicine woman. 
They say that she drank water all the time. 
She got sick from smallpox, and when she 
was getting ready to die, she asked for a bowl 
of water. She said, “I’m going to show you 
part of my powers, and why I’m sick.” They 
put the bowl in front of her, and she spit into 
it, and out of her mouth flew four little wa-
ter creatures. Here in the Dakotas, around 
the edge of lakes, there are these insects. 
They look as if they can walk on the water. 
They skitter. Three of them were jumping 
around in the bowl, and the other was dead. 
She pointed and said: “See, that one got sick 
from this white man’s disease, from small-
pox. If that one can’t live, I can’t live, either.” 
And she died.6

Indeed, it was the epidemics that de-
fined the early public health initiatives of 
the United States. The Army sent doctors 
to military posts in order to protect soldiers 
from infectious diseases, leading Army doc-
tors to care for tribal communities, at least 
on an irregular basis. In 1832, the War De-
partment negotiated a treaty with the Win-
nebago Tribe in Wisconsin that promised 
two physicians as partial payment for ced-
ed acres. The cost was budgeted at $200 per 
year. (As a comparison: an Indian agent’s 
salary in that region was $800 per year and 
that was considered low. Missouri River 
agent John Sanford wrote to Superinten-
dent of Indian Affairs William Clark and 
asked for a $400-a-year salary increase be-
cause he deserved a job with less risk and 

better pay.) Not every treaty was as specific, 
but most of the nearly four hundred treaties 
that Congress ratified included the promise 
of doctors. Some spelled out the construc-
tion and operation of hospitals as a part of 
the deal. But treaties only made the prom-
ise. Congress still had to appropriate the 
money, and that has never happened.

By 1880, there were seventy-seven phy-
sicians serving the entire American Indi-
an population in the United States and its 
territories. Commissioner of Indian Af-
fairs Thomas J. Morgan urged Congress 
shortly before the turn of the century, “in 
the name of humanity,” to fund hospitals 
and every agency because their absence 
was a “great evil that in my view amounts 
to a national disgrace.” Morgan calculat-
ed the disparity in resources, finding that 
the Army spent $21.91 per soldier and the 
Navy $48.10 per sailor, while the govern-
ment only appropriated $1.25 per Indian 
patient.7 

The first direct appropriation for Indian 
health programs was made in 1911 for the 
“relief of distress and prevention of dis-
eases” among the Indians. President Wil-
liam Howard Taft said it was not enough: 
the conditions were “very unsatisfactory” 
and the Indian death rate was more than 
twice that of the general population. He 
asked Congress to increase wages because 
the “smallness of the salaries” affected the 
qualifications and ability of the physicians 
in the Indian Service. The average salary 
was $1,186 per year, less than half of the 
average salary for a government employee.  
“As guardians of the welfare of the Indi-
ans,” the president told Congress, “it is our 
duty to give the race a fair chance for an 
unmaimed birth, healthy childhood, and 
a physically efficient maturity.”8 

The Bureau of Indian Affairs (bia) creat-
ed a health division in 1921. But poor fund-
ing, low salaries, inadequate supplies, and 
deficient facilities contributed to an unsat-
isfactory health care system. “All we re-
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ally need,” Michael J. Pijoan, a doctor at 
the Navajo Medical Center, wrote in 1951, 
“are good doctors, facilities and pharma-
ceuticals. I am weary.” A month later, he 
resigned, saying, “the system is no longer 
medical. It is only bureaucratic. No more 
ceremonies are allowed in hospitals. Indi-
ans are now numbers, not people. We are 
machines. This is intolerable. We leave.”9 
In 1955, Congress recognized at least part 
of the problem and transferred health pro-
grams away from the bia to the new In-
dian Health Service. Ray Shaw, the ihs’s 
director at the time, promised Congress 
that he would make improvements. While 
working at the bia, he noted that Congress 
had appropriated $30 million to treat tu-
berculosis, but the money was never used 
for that purpose. According to Shaw, the 
director of the bia said he needed the 
money for other things. “I never forgot 
that,” Shaw said. As a new agency, the In-
dian Health Service budget increased from 
$10 million per year to $17.7 million. This is 
where the story gets complicated. The new 
Indian Health Service was ambitious and 
innovative despite being underfunded. 

In 1976, Congress proposed a sweeping new 
authorization for Indian health programs. 
The Indian Health Care Improvement Act 
“declares that it is the policy of this Nation, 
in fulfillment of its special responsibilities 
and legal obligation to the American Indian 
people, to meet the national goal of provid-
ing the highest possible health status to In-
dians and to provide existing Indian health 
services with all resources necessary to ef-
fect that policy.”10 The legislation called on 
Congress to appropriate at least $1.6 billion 
in new funding for Indian health, spending 
resources on improving staffing, facilities, 
access to care for urban Indian populations, 
and, for the first time, opened up Medicare 
and Medicaid revenue. “While there have 
been improvements in health status of In-
dians in the past 15 years, a loss of momen-

tum can further slow the already sluggish 
rate of approach to parity. Increased mo-
mentum in health delivery and sanitation 
as insured by this bill speed the rate of clos-
ing the existing gap in age at death,” White 
House advisor Ted Marrs wrote in support 
of the legislation. “In 1974 the average age 
at death of Indians and Alaska Natives was 
48.3. For White U.S. citizens the average 
age of death was 72.3. For others, the av-
erage age was 62.7.”11 For Marrs, the “bot-
tom line” was an unavoidable connection 
between “equity and morality” when there 
is a more than twenty-year differential in 
age at death between Indians and non-Indi-
ans. Yet this idea–the improvement of In-
dian health programs–divided the Nixon 
and later the Ford administrations.

Marjorie Lynch, Undersecretary of Health 
and Human Services, sent a letter to Repub-
licans in the House saying the administra-
tion “strongly opposed” the legislation be-
cause of the costs: “scarce Federal health 
dollars are directed to the areas of greatest 
need, and that the Congress will agree that 
existing authorities are sufficient to contin-
ue addressing the health needs of American 
Indians and Alaska natives.” She added that 
having Medicaid fund Indian health pro-
grams would be unfair both in terms of cost 
and equity. States’ reimbursement rates 
range from 50 to 83 percent. “To provide a 
100 percent match for services to Indians 
would be inequitable to other poor recipi-
ent groups, and to those States with many 
families and individuals at poverty levels, 
who happen not to be Indians.”12

Marrs pressed President Gerald R. Ford 
to sign the bill into law. “Admittedly, I am 
biased as a physician in favor of equity in 
length of life so you will have to excuse 
my considering the humanitarian aspect 
along with the budgetary, pragmatic and 
political,” he wrote. “Failure to adjust the 
present course is in my opinion a flagrant 
deprivation of human rights in a measur-
able as well as dramatic way.” Marrs’s pitch 
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worked. On October 1, 1976, President Ford 
stated: 

I am signing S. 522, the Indian Health Care 
Improvement Act. . . . This bill is not without 
its faults, but after personal review I have de-
cided that the well-documented needs for 
improvement in Indian health manpower, 
services, and facilities outweigh the defects 
in the bill. While spending for Indian Health 
Service activities has grown from $128 mil-
lion in FY 1970 to $425 million in FY 1977, Indi-
an people still lag behind the American peo-
ple as a whole in achieving and maintaining 
good health. I am signing this bill because of 
my own conviction that our first Americans 
should not be last in opportunity.13

While the federal government has, from 
time to time, recognized that the system is 
underfunded and it cannot improve with-
out adequate revenue, professional staff, 
and facilities, serious money always lags 
behind health care spending for the gen-
eral population. ihs is expected to defy 
gravity. 

So what happened after the Indian Health 
Care Improvement Act became law? Ac-
cording to pediatrician Abraham Bergman 
and colleagues: 

Few bright spots exist in the shared history of 
the American Indian and the federal govern-
ment. . . . A notable exception is the sustained 
campaign by a little-known agency, the Indian 
Health Service, to improve the health of this 
population. Except for the intractable prob-
lems associated with the abuse of alcohol, 
the health status of Indians has been raised 
to approximately the level attained by the rest 
of the U.S. population. This achievement is 
amazing when one considers the appalling 
poverty and harsh physical environment in 
which many Indians live.

But there remain huge challenges related 
to diabetes, obesity, and mental health. 
“We do not mean to present a rosy pic-

ture. . . . We wish to emphasize, however, 
that given their isolation and harsh living 
conditions, many health status measures 
are better than might be expected, in large 
measure owing to the efforts of the ihs.”14

The story needs to account for the ihs 
successes as well as the challenges. Con-
sider infant mortality rates. In 1955, in-
fant deaths were nearly three times higher 
than that of the general population and ac-
counted for one-quarter of all early deaths 
among infants under one year of age. But 
over the next twenty-five years, infant mor-
tality rates dropped by 82 percent, outpac-
ing the health gains of other disadvantaged 
populations.

The Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention reported that, in the United States, 
from 2004 to 2008, 84 percent of American 
Indians and Alaska Natives have a “usual 
place for health care.” That compares with 
86 percent for White Americans, 85 percent 
for African Americans, and 72 percent for 
Hispanics. And Native Americans are living 
longer. “The aian population has a life ex-
pectancy at birth that is 2.4 years less than 
that of all U.S. populations combined.”15 
There is not a health care parity with the 
general population, not by a long shot, 
partly because of the chronic nature of so 
many diseases that afflict Indian Country. 
But efforts to close the existing gap in age 
at death have certainly been improving 
over the last four decades. 

The 1976 Indian Health Care Improve-
ment Act created a new statutory author-
ity for the Indian Health Service to direct 
funds to urban populations in which most 
American Indians and Alaska Natives live. 
A 2007 report by the Urban Indian Health 
Commission called this “a population in 
crisis”: “Reliable health statistics on ur-
ban Indians are scarce because this de-
mographic has been studied so little and 
its members are often misclassified on vi-
tal records as belonging to other races or 
ethnicities. But what we do know about 



147 (2)  Spring 2018 121

Mark N.  
Trahant

urban Indians’ health is enough to war-
rant immediate action.” The report cit-
ed dismal statistics: the infant mortality 
rate among urban American Indians and 
Alaska Natives was 33 percent higher than 
that of the general population; the death 
rate due to accidents was 38 percent high-
er; the death rate due to diabetes was 54 
percent higher; the rate of alcohol-related  
deaths was 178 percent higher; up to 30 
percent of all American Indian and Alaska 
Native adults suffer from depression, and 
there is strong reason to believe the pro-
portion is even greater among those liv-
ing in cities; and cardiovascular disease, 
now a leading cause of death, was virtually 
unheard of among American Indians and 
Alaska Natives as recently as forty years 
ago. The report concluded: “Urban In-
dians have less access to health care than 
other Americans. Often, their living condi-
tions are literally sickening. Persistent bias 
against them and their mistrust of govern-
ment keep many from getting the health 
care they need.”16

Only about 1 percent of the Indian Health 
Service budget is spent on urban Indian 
health. There is another underappreciated 
impact from the growth of Indian health 
programs following the Indian Health Care 
Improvement Act. Around 1996, the Indian 
Health Service became Indian Country’s 
largest employer. Indian health was once a 
small slice of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 
But by 1996, the agency’s budget was larg-
er than the bia’s and there were likely more 
workers as well. In 2017, for example, the 
bia employed approximately 6,770 full-
time workers compared with the 15,119 at 
the Indian Health Service (including 1,928 
uniformed Public Health Service officers). 
This makes sense and reflects what is hap-
pening with health care generally: clinics, 
hospital systems, and university medical 
centers are often a region’s largest employ-
er. But there is another story that has largely 
been missed by both policy-makers and the 

public: the shift of the Indian Health Ser-
vice from a federal, government-operated 
health care system to one that’s more than 
60 percent operated by tribes, intertribal 
organizations, and nonprofits. 

This is where the story gets lost in trans-
lation. Both the government-operated sys-
tem–which includes the facilities profiled 
by The Wall Street Journal at Pine Ridge, Sis-
seton, and Winnebago–as well as the trib-
ally operated health care initiatives do not 
have enough resources. The system as a 
whole spent $3,688 per capita on its user 
population compared with $9,523 for the 
U.S. population.

Don Berwick, who ran the Centers for 
Medicaid and Medicare, has called the In-
dian Health Service a model of efficiency: 
“The Indian Health Service can and will 
be one of the leading prototypes for health 
care in America. The Indian Health Service 
is trying to deliver the same or better care 
with half the funding of other systems in 
the United States.” Berwick added that the 
very nature of the agency’s underfunding 
has resulted in a discipline that’s “an ex-
ample for us all.”17

That discipline goes hand in hand with 
innovation. The Southcentral Foundation 
in Anchorage set out to reinvent its program 
by surveying its patients. “Are you sure you 
want to do that?” ceo Katherine Gottlieb 
was asked. “I was, like, delighted because I 
knew what the answers were going to be. I 
was not surprised at all when the answers 
came back. Long waits. Everybody hated 
waiting.” Most of the primary care back 
then was in the hospital’s emergency room 
where they handled everything from “heart 
attacks, broken arms, strep throat, to you 
name it, and here we were coming in with 
our baby for just an appointment,” Gottlieb 
said. “I personally waited up to seven hours, 
waiting for an appointment, just to get in 
the door.”

The Southcentral Foundation set out 
on a new course, starting with a change in 
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the language. The phrase “patients” was 
swapped for “customer-owner”: “We are 
literally customer-owners, Alaska Natives. 
Our board of directors are all Alaska Na-
tives.”18 When people are hired, they are 
told this system is customer-owned. That’s 
part of the deal: every patient is one of those 
owners.

The Alaska Native Medical Center was 
designed with a team-based approach to 
health care that uses smaller waiting rooms, 
so many people can be seen without long 
waits. The medical team approach is differ-
ent, too. The team sits together without hi-
erarchy. Members include doctors, medical 
assistants, nurses, care coordinators, and 
often a behaviorist. Customer-owners can 
choose their own team and make changes if 
they are unhappy. The ideal is an integrated 
system and a relationship with the patients, 
resulting in less return visits.

In most cases, expenses increase at the 
end of a person’s life in terms of health care 
dollars spent. What if that were reversed? 
What if dollars instead were invested early 
on prevention, focusing on early root caus-
es of diseases to prevent the development 
of heart disease, diabetes, depression, or 
domestic violence? And the treatment of 
root causes can reduce the health dispar-
ities that are so much a part of the Native 
American experience. Gottlieb described 
this model as especially necessary because, 
as the baby boom generation ages, those 
costs will be unaffordable.

The Southcentral Foundation calls this 
the “Nuka” model, and the data back up 
their experience. There has been a 40 per-
cent reduction in emergency room and ur-
gent care visits; a 50 percent decrease in 
specialty care visits; a 20 percent decrease 
in primary care visits; and more than a 35 
percent decrease in admissions. Staff turn-
over has dropped dramatically and the over-
all rating by customers of their care stands 
with a score of 91.7 percent. The Nuka mod-
el is not about money. “We still have a poor-

ly funded ihs system. We are not fully fund-
ed,” claimed Gottlieb. In fact, she said, the 
government has not fulfilled its treaty-trust 
obligations to American Indians and Alas-
ka Natives. Southcentral’s system is about 
45 percent funded by the Indian Health Ser-
vice, 50 percent from “aggressive” billing 
of third-party insurers or Medicaid, and 
the remaining 5 percent from foundation 
or other government grants. 

“You won’t find anything in Indian Coun-
try like this campus,” said Douglas Eby, the 
Alaska Native Medical Center’s vice pres-
ident for medical services. There is less di-
rect funding from ihs, and this is by far the 
biggest, most sophisticated campus in the 
Indian health system. It’s also far better off 
than most for a variety of reasons ranging 
from leadership to the structure and re-
sources of Alaska Native corporations. “We 
were smart enough to say we need to op-
timize revenue, and we’ve done very well 
at doing that,” Eby said. But the growth in 
population, people moving in from the vil-
lages, flat funding from ihs, and health care 
being such a “wasteful” business drove a re-
thinking of the business model. “Our real 
hope lies in controlling costs, doing things 
smarter, better and avoiding high care cost 
as much as possible.”19

When you consider historical trauma, 
coupled with persistent underfunding by 
the federal government, it’s remarkable 
to think of any health facility accomplish-
ing innovation. The Indian Health Service, 
tribal health centers, nonprofits, and urban 
centers are tasked with delivering health 
care at a fraction of the cost spent anywhere 
else in America. And yes, sometimes that 
falls short, sometimes dramatically so, as 
in the case at the Winnebago Hospital. But 
that story has been told so often we forget 
there is another one: the narrative of excel-
lence, innovation, and creativity in a sys-
tem that remains critically underfunded.
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Indigenous Leadership

Gary Sandefur & Philip J. Deloria

Abstract: A short contextual overview of the past and present opens up a discussion of the challenges sur-
rounding American Indian leadership in the contemporary world and into the future. We survey some of 
the literature on Native American leadership and consider leadership issues in institutional settings such 
as academia, tribal governments, pan/inter-Indian organizations, public interest and NGO groups, and 
global Indigenous structures, suggesting ways in which non-Native organizations can better recognize, re-
spect, and partner with American Indian leaders. 

In 1993, leadership consultant Emmett Murphy sug-
gested that American businesses could learn valuable 
lessons by studying American Indian leaders. He dis-
sected the Battle of the Little Big Horn, comparing 
the leadership style of George Armstrong Custer–
self-centered, top-down, predatory, one-dimensional 
 –with that of Sitting Bull, whom he framed as “he-
roic.” Murphy’s Sitting Bull offered a role model for 
leadership that was powerfully confident, but also 
collectivist, organic, strategic, and smart. Two de-
cades later, football coach Mike Leach saw a biogra-
phy of Geronimo as the most effective way to con-
vey his own set of leadership lessons. Unsurprisingly, 
these focused on preparation, leverage, nimbleness, 
toughness, indefatigability, and other tropes drawn 
from the sport.1 Indian leadership–at least as it was 
viewed from the outside–was a bit about what you 
wanted it to be. 

Over the last several decades, the idea of leader-
ship has become something of an American obses-
sion. The Murphy and Leach books were part of a 
long wave of prescriptive writing on the subject, of-
ten focused on business and government. That writ-
ing has been supported by a consulting, coaching, 
and leadership training industry, itself backed by 
a range of academic studies, and given additional 
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heft through an ill-defined but well-sub-
scribed set of leadership classes and ex-
periences for high school and college stu-
dents. Though we struggle to define it and 
to teach it, most of us think we know lead-
ership when we see it, and we understand 
that, somehow, it matters. 

Leadership matters to American Indian 
people as well, not only in relation to deep 
historical traditions of strong leadership, 
but also to contemporary challenges and 
opportunities. Modern leadership chal-
lenges emerge from tribal obligations to 
both maintain and transform Indigenous 
social and cultural practice, intertribal or-
ganizing across Indian Country around a 
host of issues, and the constant imperative 
to develop and assert a sovereign futuri-
ty in a national and global world of prolif-
erating institutional obligations, relation-
ships, and responsibilities. Native Amer-
ican leadership carries its own particular 
sets of dangers, and these play out across 
a full range from the intimate, local, and 
tribal to the international and Indigenous. 
The tasks are many and they are hard. 

Murphy and Leach situated American 
Indian leadership in terms of military con-
flict, a set of historical contexts that can 
make leadership seem obvious after the 
fact. Step outside those contexts, into the 
everyday nuts and bolts of contemporary 
leadership, and one may well find (partic-
ularly from non-Native observers) a dif-
ferent reading: a set of critiques. These 
often frame Indian leadership as being 
full of culture-bound deficiencies–nep-
otism, factionalism, corruption, and gen-
eral ineffectiveness–that limit Indigenous 
potential in today’s world. Consider, for 
example, the discourse surrounding the 
2016 protests against the Dakota Access  
Pipeline, which took place on the Stand-
ing Rock reservation in North and South 
Dakota. Pipeline advocates accused Indian 
people of what were essentially failures of 
tribal leadership: they had not been proac-

tive on administrative issues and had mo-
bilized too late to be truly effective. The 
implication was that better leaders would 
have anticipated problems before they be-
came crises and, once in crisis, would have 
managed affairs more forcefully. 

At the same time, the Dakota Access 
Pipeline protest camps–with large num-
bers of shifting participants over a period 
of several months–self-consciously re-
fused to churn out visible media-friendly  
leaders, as the American Indian Move-
ment had done in the early 1970s during 
its takeover of the village of Wounded 
Knee, South Dakota. If one familiar as-
pect of leadership seems to be the gen-
eration of charismatic figures able to or-
ganize and speak for others, those people 
were not readily apparent–at least to the 
outside world. Where were the leaders? It 
was not until relatively late in the occupa-
tion that mainstream media actually be-
gan to identify the movement and its trib-
al leaders. The New York Times, for exam-
ple, published its profile on Joseph White 
Eyes, Jasilyn Charger, Bobbi Jean Three 
Legs, and other youth leaders in January 
2017, as the occupation was already wind-
ing down. And it framed tribal council and 
traditional leaders as being as late to the 
game as the Times itself.2

Other observers looked at Standing Rock 
and saw something different. To them, 
leadership was everywhere, active in alter-
native–and often highly laudable–forms. 
Leaders combined localism and Indigenous 
practice with global social media network-
ing and developed a complex web of part-
nerships with environmental and anticap-
italist organizers. Standing Rock suggest-
ed a more human set of leadership values: 
decentralization, spirituality, self-deflect-
ing humility, collectivism, the navigation 
of subgroup interests, and a sometimes 
contentious but epistemologically distinct 
diffusion of authority. In this sense, Indi-
an leadership was not so much an object of 
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critique, or a set of lessons drawn from the 
past, but a model for thinking about “new 
ways” of organizing and leading people that 
pointed to the future. 

How might we make sense of this land-
scape? First, we should admit that our 
thinking is likely to be colored by a long tra-
dition in which (mostly) White Americans 
offer stereotypical visions of Indian leader-
ship, usually cast in terms of conflict. Em-
mett Murphy and Mike Leach echoed fa-
miliar (if often grudging) American appre-
ciation for figures such as Powhatan, King 
Philip, Osceola, Black Hawk, Red Cloud, 
Chief Joseph, Quanah Parker, and others.  
These men knew how to unify, organize, 
strategize, and lead people. The evidence 
for their leadership was clear: it lay in 
their resistance to American colonial in-
cursions. Their eventual defeat made them 
safe to celebrate. To tell their story was to 
receive Indian leadership lessons while 
confirming the supposed essential supe-
riority of American society. It was, as in the 
cases of Murphy and Leach, yet another  
form of appropriation. 

Second, when considering Indian leaders 
outside the military–or the militant, in the 
case of the American Indian Movement–
Americans have been slow to recognize 
three essential aspects: a much wider range 
of individual leaders (where are the busi-
ness books on Zitkála-Šá, Arthur C. Parker,  
or Wilma Mankiller?), intertribal organi-
zations (such as the Society of American 
Indians, the National Congress of Ameri-
can Indians, or the Council of Energy Re-
source Tribes), or the existence of tribal 
governments themselves. Despite the ex-
istence of a deep roster of Indian political 
leaders, Americans fail to recognize Indi-
an equivalents of Martin Luther King, Mal-
colm X, John Lewis, or Jesse Jackson. De-
spite a proliferation of American Indian in-
stitutional leadership structures, for most 
non-Native observers, there is no visible an-
alogue to the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (naacp), 
the Urban League, or the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Council. The intricacies of 
tribal leadership remain a mystery. The cu-
mulative weight of often-negative report-
ing on tribal activities has created, if any-
thing, a shallow stereotype about deficien-
cies in Indian vision and management in the 
contemporary world. And it remains only 
barely possible to imagine Indian leader-
ship in non-Indian institutional or political 
contexts. American Indian senators, busi-
ness leaders, or university administrators 
are marked as exceptions that prove a rule 
of absence.

In short, general views of Indian lead-
ership are often marked by positive mis-
understandings, negative misunderstand-
ings, and general ignorance. These views 
sit in tension with Indigenous understand-
ings of American Indian leadership, and 
they do so whether the focus is on his-
torical leaders like Sitting Bull or Geron-
imo, on tribal officials and intertribal or-
ganizers, or on the work of emergent lead-
ers like the activists at Standing Rock. In 
these gaps lie a series of questions about 
leadership in general, and more particu-
larly about past, present, and future lead-
ership in Indian Country. How do contem-
porary Indian leaders function in relation 
to historical legacies and new institution-
al structures? What are the achievements, 
needs, and opportunities for leadership in 
Indian Country in the future? Are there 
commonalities among different tribal 
leadership experiences? Can one usefully  
identify specifically “Indian” styles of 
leadership in the historical and sociologi-
cal record? If so, how have their elements 
changed in relation to conquest and col-
onization? How might Indian leadership 
practices transform the wider world of 
leadership? What is leadership, anyway? 

To be human is to be part of many differ-
ent kinds of social groupings, and to or-
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der and organize those groups around such 
concepts as responsibility, kinship, rights, 
reciprocity, hierarchy, delegation, repre-
sentation, opportunity, initiative, freedom, 
restraint, and decision-making. As part of 
such social organization, individuals find, 
take, and are assigned roles as leaders: peo-
ple able to mobilize “social influence” in 
order to “enlist the support of others in 
the accomplishment of a common task.”3 
Leadership can range from flexible and 
situational (“You lead the discussion this 
time”) to absolute and dictatorial (“I am 
in charge until I die and will kill you if you 
disagree”). It can be structured in terms 
of representational politics, institution-
al roles, personal achievement, social role 
modeling, and interpersonal charisma, 
among others. Over both historical time 
and geographic and social space, Ameri-
can Indian people, not surprisingly, have 
built a wide range of leadership practices. 

How are those practices to be known? 
Scholarship on American Indian leadership 
has tended to fall into three broad catego-
ries. Many writers take a historical and bi-
ographical approach, tracing the rise of in-
dividual tribal leaders and their responses 
to situations–specific crises and structur-
al changes–that demanded leadership. 
Others work with what are essentially eth-
nographic models, developing theories of 
leadership out of social and cultural under-
standings of Indian lives and worldviews. 
Still others make comparisons, often delin-
eating Western leadership styles, and then 
outlining differences with a generalized 
picture of Indian leadership style. Consid-
erations of contemporary leadership have 
often used all three approaches, applying 
them to various institutional frames, in-
cluding tribal governance, education ad-
ministration, law, policy, and lobbying.

Biography is usefully considered one of 
the earliest and most productive pathways 
into the question of Indigenous leadership, 
and perhaps no scholar has done as much 

to consolidate the questions as historian R. 
David Edmunds, who edited Native Amer-
ican Leaders: Studies in Diversity (1980) and 
The New Warriors: Native American Leaders 
Since 1900 (2001), while authoring books on 
the Shawnee Prophet and Tecumseh that 
explicitly considered the question of lead-
ership. Edmunds has been committed to 
complicating the kinds of shallow under-
standings that underpinned writers like 
Murphy and Leach, who saw leadership 
in terms of the mobilization of followers 
around crisis events rather than everyday 
social life, and framed leadership actions 
in terms of strategy and tactics. Many of 
the contributors to the Edmunds volumes 
(and those edited by L. G. Moses and Ray-
mond Wilson, Margot Liberty, and Freder-
ick Hoxie, among others) are themselves bi-
ographers. Along with substantial numbers 
of “as told to” narratives and memoirs, they 
help make visible an enormous world of In-
dian leadership–if we are willing to see it–
diverse across time, space, tribe, social iden-
tity, and function. Not all Indian leaders are 
war leaders; not all leaders are chiefs; not 
all leaders live in the past.4 

Biography helps us understand these dif-
ferent kinds of leadership, carried through 
past to present and future. Tribal nations 
have had visionary leaders, able to see big 
pictures and chart courses through the chal-
lenges of military conquest and colonial 
domination. Edmunds’s work on Tecum-
seh, for example, details his concept of a 
massive pantribal military alliance and the 
traveling diplomacy he undertook to bring 
it to life. Tribes have had intellectual and 
ideational leaders, generating new ideas and 
figuring out strategies for working within 
the structures of the United States. Histo-
rian Frederick Hoxie’s treatments of Paiute  
author and activist Sarah Winnemucca,  
Omaha lawyer Thomas Sloan, Crow law-
yer and administrator Robert Yellowtail, 
and Seneca journalist and lobbyist Alice 
Jemison, among others, offer excellent ex-
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amples. Tribes have had underappreciat-
ed managerial and administrative leaders, 
skilled at maintaining the everyday func-
tioning of their people. During the Dako-
ta Access Pipeline struggle, for example, 
Standing Rock Tribal Chair David Archam-
bault II–a pragmatic and capable leader–
emerged as an important public voice ar-
ticulating arguments for tribal sovereign-
ty, due process, and respectful consultation 
(and consent) between tribes and the fed-
eral government. 

Despite the ways that biographers have 
given us a broad range of leaders, the form 
does not always lend itself to clear under-
standings of tribal leadership writ large. 
The questions surrounding leadership get 
caught up in tracing the life course of the in-
dividual and are too easily framed around 
the central problems–or even crises–that 
they engaged in during their lives. For all its 
virtues, the form tends to assume that lead-
ers are made by the contexts in which they 
operate, or by the upbringings that shaped 
their characters, or both. Biography moves 
more readily toward specifics and thus away 
from generalizable concepts that might be 
transferred or compared in a larger study of 
leadership itself.

Another way to think about tribal lead-
ership springs from the broader–but still 
contained–context of particular Indige-
nous cultures or, in many cases, of inter-
tribal organizing. Anthropologist Ruth 
Benedict’s 1934 study Patterns of Culture, for 
example, used three Indigenous case stud-
ies in which leadership was framed not in 
the Western terms of individual exception-
alism, but through culturally shared social 
roles: sacred priesthoods and medicine so-
cieties, lineage nobility titles, clan obliga-
tions, and shamanism. These forms did 
not require crisis-centered leadership; in-
stead, good leaders concerned themselves 
with the daily maintenance of social struc-
tures, which encouraged a proliferation of 
leadership roles centered on “being a good 

relative,” “doing things with care,” “acting 
like a human being,” or similar ideas that 
framed leadership largely as a shared en-
terprise. These are valuable lessons. But it 
is also the case that Benedict was writing 
out of an ahistorical ethnographic present, 
focused on exhibiting culture as much as 
history. The static nature of her interpreta-
tion failed to account for changes in lead-
ership practice in relation to the challeng-
es of colonial domination and conquest.5 

Hoxie’s detailed history of Crow politics 
at the turn of the twentieth century, by con-
trast, reveals exactly how these culturally 
centered everyday leadership styles and in-
terests might proliferate in a colonial con-
text, often functioning within and in rela-
tion to new institutional structures–tribal 
councils, church organizations, the Office of 
Indian Affairs–each of which encouraged 
new kinds of governance. The transition be-
tween earlier structures–charismatic lead-
ership, collective governance, and the im-
portance of social role and behavior–to hy-
brid political models that included forms of 
electoral representation marked a series of 
reorganizations in the very nature of tribal 
leadership. What did it mean to map voting, 
districting, and elections onto existing polit-
ical structures? Inevitably, these things cre-
ated dissention about the very idea of shift-
ing structures and about the leaders who 
would navigate them. And yet, at the same 
time, everyday Crow cultural values cush-
ioned and mediated those changes, creat-
ing new possibilities. Across North Amer-
ica, tribes working to maintain and create 
social and political structures in relation 
to ongoing colonial domination have also 
generated new leaders and new forms of 
leadership. Anthropologist Loretta Fowler 
has revealed the importance of long-stand-
ing Arapahoe age-graded leadership struc-
tures, which knit Arapahoe society together 
across both generations and kin groups and 
underpinned a symbolic politics centered 
on ideas of progress (rather than tradition) 
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that proved effective as they developed new 
forms of political leadership. 

In the early twentieth century, Indian 
people developed a wide range of business 
councils, church-based groups, issue-cen-
tered lobbying organizations, and cultural 
networks, each of which created significant 
Indian leadership opportunities, often for 
women. These new-old social forms arose 
in relation to colonialism, of course, but 
also through increased mobility, Western 
education, and new forms of political en-
gagement. The Society of American Indians 
(sai), for example, offers a powerful exam-
ple of new intertribal leadership structures. 
Modeled after the naacp, engaged with ac-
ademic sociology, and focused on a wide 
range of issues, the sai allowed a diverse 
group of leaders to build what was essen-
tially the first Indian think tank. It was nota-
ble, among other things, for the leadership 
of activists Zitkála-Šá (Gertrude Bonnin),  
Marie Baldwin, and Laura Cornelius Kel-
logg, who took on critical roles in organiz-
ing and articulating an intellectual agenda 
for the group. Indeed, reviewing the first or-
ganizing meeting, one finds that Kellogg’s 
energy and boldness stands out among her 
colleagues, Zitkála-Šá proved an intellectu-
al and organizational force of nature, and 
Baldwin’s expertise in both law and the cul-
ture of the Office of Indian Affairs modeled 
new kinds of institutional political and pol-
icy leadership. The sai and other intertrib-
al organizations, in tandem with the rep-
resentation-based tribal councils created 
following the 1934 Indian Reorganization 
Act, laid a template for groups such as the 
National Congress of American Indians, 
the National Indian Youth Council, the 
American Indian Movement, the Native 
American Rights Fund, the American In-
dian Science and Engineering Society, and 
a range of other organizations that sought 
to exert national and international lead-
ership in both tribal and intertribal con-
texts in the years following World War II.  

These groups helped nurture and push to 
prominence a diverse collection of Indi-
an leaders and strategists: Lucy Coving-
ton, Helen Peterson, Robert Bennett, Tillie  
Walker, Vine Deloria Jr., Ada Deer, Louis 
Bruce, Clyde Warrior, Hank Adams, Mel 
Thom, Helen Maynor Schierbeck, Russell 
Means, Dennis Banks, John Echo Hawk, 
Norbert Hill, Janine Pease, Elouise Cobell, 
and many others. They helped create a new 
world of Indian leadership that functioned 
in relation to American political and eco-
nomic institutions, enabling the host of 
contemporary organizations and leaders 
that characterize Indian Country today and 
that are planning for its future.

The question of tribal leadership raises 
the question of cultural influence: is there, 
for example, an identifiably Iroquois (or 
Sioux or Seminole or x, y, or z) style of lead-
ership that is the product of particular sets 
of values and particular histories? Trib-
al leadership does, in fact, rest upon both 
Indigenous historical memory and prac-
tice and the adjustments and necessities 
of navigating American politics and law. 
Historical contexts–long-standing fami-
ly, clan, and kin alignments, for example, 
or embedded cultural logics–help explain 
some of the challenges of tribal leadership 
such as factionalism or deeply deliberative 
decision-making. In a similar manner, in-
tertribal leadership raises the possibility 
of commonality across tribal lines, and 
thus something like a generalizable Amer-
ican Indian style of leadership. Intertrib-
al leadership also rests upon the contexts 
of American colonialism, which seeks to 
present (at least in theory) unified poli-
cies to diverse Indian peoples, requiring 
Indigenous leadership and organization 
at a national scale. It is in this juxtaposi-
tion–American (or Western) and pan-In-
dian (or Indigenous)–that one finds ana-
lytical efforts to make sense of American 
Indian leadership by isolating character-
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istic pantribal elements, an interpretive 
move that is enabled by comparison.

The danger in such an analysis is readily 
visible in the efforts of a writer like Emmett 
Murphy, who frames Custer’s leadership in 
crude terms, and thus finds himself essen-
tializing Sitting Bull as well, creating time-
less Indian characteristics and styles. Since 
almost all of these characteristics carry pos-
itive (usually antimodernist) values, they 
are appealing as objects of desire not simply 
to non-Indian readers, but to Indigenous 
ones as well. Amidst the messy complexi-
ty of actual leadership practice, though, the 
effort to consolidate cautiously a few cate-
gories of Indigenous practice remains valu-
able–not in terms of fixing essential and 
generalized ideals, but as heuristic devices 
used to think more deeply about Indigenous 
worlds past, present, and future.

Education researcher Miles Bryant has 
made a useful effort to identify such gen-
eral categories, arguing that American In-
dian views of leadership might be seen in 
terms of six characteristics.6 Many of these 
remain useful descriptors and will, in fact, 
be familiar to Native leaders and to schol-
ars of Indigenous leadership. Bryant em-
phasized the decentralized nature of Indi-
an leadership. Across a range of social roles 
and needs, different people move through 
different positions as leaders in, for exam-
ple, ceremony, war, governance, teaching, 
or subsistence. They might, in other con-
texts, be followers, according to their ex-
pertise and the circumstance. Few individ-
uals are leaders in every context. This dif-
fusion requires a more flexible posture on 
authority, which shifts situationally across 
a range of individuals. Such decentralized 
structures produce leadership that is less 
directive and even noninterventionist. Is 
the role of a leader to diagnose individual 
and collective problems and then organize 
others to fix them? Doing so may imply a 
lack of trust, a sense that one person–the 
leader–somehow knows better than oth-

ers. Indigenous leaders are often content 
to wait to be asked for help, and to place 
value on both leader-like patience and the 
social meaning of an eventual request to 
take the lead. 

Is Western leadership instrumental in 
terms of decision-making? Bryant has 
suggested that such is indeed the case: it 
seeks to identify a future state, set a clear 
direction, break apart goals, delegate tasks, 
minimize resource investment, rationalize 
structures, and emphasize speed and effi-
ciency. These elements may also be present 
in Indigenous decision-making, but Native 
American leaders tend to utilize processes 
that emphasize the nurturance of the col-
lective. Questions are more readily talked 
to consensus (or exhaustion) rather than 
enunciated as a winning argument aimed 
at establishing the dominance of one po-
sition over another. It is less a question of 
convincing a powerful leader to take a par-
ticular action than convincing everyone of 
the rightness of a certain course. Indeed, it 
is in that process of persuasion that Indig-
enous leaders demonstrate confidence and 
project power. Charisma, personal magne-
tism, social-cultural status, spiritual favor, 
intelligence, and articulateness all help in-
dividuals rise in the eyes of the collective. 
This kind of process requires a leadership 
willing to think differently about time, in 
which efficiency is not inevitably the high-
est value. The path to action, in Indigenous 
leadership, lies not strictly through a pro-
jection of a future outcome or completed 
task, but through the maintenance of the 
social and spiritual condition of the pres-
ent. From that beginning, Indigenous lead-
ers have been challenged to fuse past his-
tories, practices, and values together with 
a future that engages the possibilities of 
change. That condition is characterized by 
a broader view of the world in which all 
things have immanent value: that is, an un-
derstanding of not simply obvious human 
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relationships, but also less obvious ones, 
and with relationships characteristic of a 
complex nonhuman spiritual world that 
is itself part of the everyday.

All of these factors bear on the ways that 
leaders, ideally, present themselves. If Ma-
chiavelli gave us the Prince as a Western 
model of visibility, pragmatism, and indi-
viduality, many tribal leaders take pains 
to project a very different public image. 
While there are plenty of instances of per-
formative boasting, Indigenous leadership 
often has a strong current of humility, 
self-deprecation, deflection of praise, and 
the absence of self-promotion, or has in-
cluded the deliberate redistribution of ac-
cumulated property such as in the potlatch 
and gift-giving leadership structures of the 
Northwest Coast. Leaders may accumulate 
substantial material possessions, but they 
often do so in order to funnel resources to 
others, and thus either look poor or move 
through cycles of wealth and redistribu-
tion. The historical record is replete with 
examples in which Europeans in diplomat-
ic negotiations mistook orators for lead-
ers or sought to appoint leaders when they 
could not readily identify them.

Bryant’s categories offer ideal-type char-
acteristics. Clearly, they do not apply to all 
tribes, past or present; nor is it likely that 
any single leader would exemplify all these 
traits at all times. As descriptive categories, 
they tend to float above historical change. 
And they speak more easily to small social 
groups than they do to the abstractions of 
an imagined national Indigenous commu-
nity, for example, or perhaps to intertrib-
al organizations with diverse constituents 
and interests. Indeed, reading Bryant’s de-
scription, one is struck by a twinned kind 
of affect. On the one hand, these factors 
seem to be present, in one form or anoth-
er, among many contemporary American 
Indian leaders; on the other hand, the feel 
and tone of the categories–and their or-
igins as the opposites of Western traits–

suggest something like a precontact so-
cial organization. In that sense, they are 
in danger of producing a picture of leader-
ship located somewhere outside of new in-
stitutional structures such as tribal coun-
cils, tribal colleges, intertribal organiza-
tions, and tribal and intertribal businesses. 

The characteristics referred to by Bryant 
 –humility, self-deprecation, deflection of 
praise, and the absence of self-promotion–
continue to serve as guides for non-Native 
leadership. They appear, for example, in 
one of the most read and praised books on 
leadership in the past several years: Jim Col-
lins’s Good to Great.7 They are part of what 
Collins refers to as Level Five leadership, 
the most effective kind of leadership in 
the companies that he studied. Level Five 
leaders are both modest and strong-willed. 
They are ambitious not for themselves but 
for their company. They are self-effacing 
and understated. They are determined to 
do whatever it takes to help the company 
be successful. 

Nonetheless, the general nature of such 
categories threatens to leave contempo-
rary American Indian leaders betwixt and 
between. There is every possibility that a 
leader exemplifying Bryant’s value system 
might be accused by outsiders of dysfunc-
tional leadership of tribal institutions that 
have to function successfully in American 
political and economic contexts. In those 
contexts, speed often matters–but consen-
sus requires time. Shared decentralized au-
thority can look like collective weakness. 
Too much humility seems like a lack of con-
fidence and power. By non-Native stan-
dards, the culturally successful Indian lead-
er can look like a failure. And the reverse 
is also dangerously true. Leaders who may 
be effective in broader American econom-
ic and political contexts may be accused of 
having moved too far from their cultural 
roots. The Indigenous complaint is easily 
launched and is powerful: this is how we In-
dians lead; why are you not doing it?
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Outside critiques of Indian leadership 
tend to emerge from the first position. Ber-
nard Bass, coauthor of a long-running and 
comprehensive manual on leadership, sug-
gests that Indian people are “repressed and 
apathetic,” with the heroic leadership of 
past chiefs only a faded memory, while they 
are subject to “tribal councils that discour-
age participatory democracy and collabo-
rate with state bureaucracies to maintain 
the status quo.” As university administrator 
Linda Warner and public leadership scholar 
Keith Grint have suggested, Western lead-
ers are often defined by their position more 
than their actual skills (though this reality 
is usually denied). Indian people who lead 
differently are read as ineffectual leaders, a 
mapping that racializes difference as defi-
cit. Not only is Indian difference racialized, 
but it is also rendered ahistorical, as the very 
real deficits and impingements of colonial 
history and cultural destruction are erased. 
Changing leadership–and leadership de-
mands–as scholar Lawrence J. Wise-Erick-
son has suggested, should be traced histor-
ically through challenges of demographic 
change, forced assimilation, and imposed 
institutional structures.8

All of these challenges confront Ameri-
can Indian leaders. And yet, leadership is 
alive and well in Native communities across 
the country. How do we know? A view that 
accounts for a full range–biographical, cul-
tural, and comparative/cross-cultural–re-
veals both new and old institutions, move-
ments, and networks, each requiring and 
generating Indigenous leaders. At Standing 
Rock, for example, young leaders emerged 
out of grassroots youth care and environ-
mental and social justice moments. They 
joined a range of spiritual and cultural lead-
ers, social media–savvy networkers, Native 
logistics leaders, national intertribal orga-
nization leaders, and, of course, local trib-
al council leaders, among others. Tribal  
chair David Archambault was arrested at 
a protest, wrote editorials for The New York 

Times, spoke frequently to media, helped 
manage logistics and strategy, testified at 
the United Nations Human Rights Coun-
cil in Geneva, kept the discourse focused 
on prayer and nonviolence, managed dis-
appointment following the closing of the 
protest camps, and continued the effort 
through legal and administrative chan-
nels. Heroic leader? Here’s how Archam-
bault described himself: “I earn my own liv-
ing and don’t seek glory, fame, or wealth.  
. . . I live a simple, prayerful life and strive 
to make our home, community, and nation 
a better place.”9 Leadership such as this–
often explicitly framed in terms of Dakota 
or other Indigenous cultural values–made 
Standing Rock the most effective Indian po-
litical mobilization in decades. 

Or consider a leader such as Governor 
Bill Anoatubby of the Chickasaw Nation in 
Oklahoma. Governor Anoatubby lost his 
father when he was less than three years old. 
His mother raised him and his siblings, and 
all were surrounded by family, friends, and 
community in Tishomingo, the old capitol 
of the Chickasaw Nation. Governor Anoa-
tubby’s first experiences with leadership 
came in high school, where he served as 
president of his class and on the student 
council. When asked if he sought out these 
positions, he replied, “No, I didn’t ask for it. 
I wasn’t quite that assertive, but when asked 
to do something I did it.” When told that 
others must have seen leadership poten-
tial in him, he said “I often wondered what 
they saw . . . I was co-captain of the football 
team. I was selected All-Around Boy by the 
teachers. I was always surprised when these 
things happened. I thought it was very cool, 
but I guess I never realized any potential I 
may have had and just stepped in when I 
was needed or asked to.”10 

Governor Anoatubby went to work for 
the Chickasaw Nation in 1975 as its first 
health director. He became accounting di-
rector in 1976, then special assistant to the 
governor, and then ran for lieutenant gov-
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ernor in 1979. He became governor in 1987 
and continues in this position today, hav-
ing served for thirty years. When Governor 
Anoatubby began his first term, the Chicka-
saw Nation had approximately 250 employ-
ees. It now has fourteen thousand employ-
ees and operates more than one hundred 
businesses. As author Millie Craddick has 
noted, “While the quiet, humble, unassum-
ing Chickasaw works hard to deflect atten-
tion from his accomplishments, the impor-
tance of the Chickasaw Nation under Gov-
ernor Anoatubby to Oklahoma’s economy 
cannot be downplayed.”11 

And one might trace similar patterns of 
leadership, fusing everyday culture with 
new possibilities, in a number of spheres: 
tribal and intertribal business, academia, 
politics, energy, land, and environmen-
tal management, among others. From the 
most local social services effort to global In-
digenous organizing, Indian leadership–
often working hard to embody values of 
reciprocity, respect, service, and futurity–
remains part of the legacy and the future of 
Indian Country. 

How, then, should non-Native institu-
tions engage Indian Country through its 
leaders? We conclude with a few possi-
bilities. First, it is critical to understand 
the ways that tribal leaders, specifically, 
are representatives of sovereign nations. 
Models for communication and engage-
ment with tribes might do well to draw 
more from the sensibilities of diplomacy 
and administration than from business; 
from the model of the treaty as much as 
from the contract. A university that wants 
tribal representation at an event, for ex-
ample, might have done well to establish 
permanent relations on an entity-to-entity  
basis, and engage in periodic consultation 
on issues of mutual interest, of which there 
may be a surprising number. 

Second, in that context, it should be un-
derstood that Native leaders will likely try 

to embody complicated–and sometimes 
contradictory–social meanings in their 
leadership practices. Respect for differenc-
es around time, authority, and decision- 
making are exactly what is meant by the 
word “diplomatic.” Patience and persis-
tence are respectful recognitions of the 
structural challenges–not some racialized 
dysfunction–that Indigenous leaders are 
working hard to navigate. 

Third, it is important to understand the 
full range of temporality that Indian lead-
ers necessarily engage. The first context 
for Indigenous leadership is the historical 
past, which is always deeply alive and vis-
ibly present, rich with local interpersonal 
histories that are inevitably weighed down 
by the very real traumas of colonial domi-
nation. A second context is the contempo-
rary, which demands an engagement with 
the past, even as it presents a series of pos-
sibilities, hybridities, contradictions, di-
lemmas, and imperatives that are difficult 
to manage. But perhaps the most impor- 
tant context is that of the future. We say 
this only partly in the context of leader- 
like planning for the future. That matters, 
of course. But because Indian people and In-
dian leaders have so often been relegated to 
the past, it remains challenging for non-Na-
tive people to see them in the present and 
future. And yet, for American Indian lead-
ers, futurity–not just survival but self-de-
termination, prosperity, and happiness–
is everything. When non-Native institutions 
engage Indigenous leaders on the ground of 
a productively shared future that recogniz-
es and takes responsibility for the past, good 
things will follow in the present.

Fourth, non-Native leaders can support 
Indigenous leadership in nurturing the 
next generation of American Indian lead-
ers. For the last several centuries, many of 
the best Indian leaders have figured out how 
to move in both Native and non-Native  
worlds. Today, despite the deeply lingering 
hurts of history, the possibilities for young 
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people to remain grounded in the everyday 
of a cultural home–no matter its physical 
location–while also mastering the world 
have never been better. Why not look for 
ways to support that cultural home, both 
for those future leaders in the making and 
for the leaders who hope to nurture them? 
A contemporary example worth emulating 
is the Ambassadors Program run by Amer-
icans for Indian Opportunity, which has 
been assisting early-career Native Ameri-
can professionals to develop their leader-
ship capacities within Indigenous cultur-
al contexts since 1993.12

Finally, it is worth following the im-
pulse–if not always the lessons–of Em-
mett Murphy and Mike Leach. Indigenous 
leadership is not an instrumental resource 

upon which to draw in search of success in 
business or football coaching. But, as ob-
servers of the Standing Rock effort noted, 
it may in fact be a resource for a powerful-
ly humanistic rethinking of what leader-
ship is, how it functions, and how it might 
be adapted and improved to better serve 
the interests and needs of communities in 
the contemporary world. Sitting Bull and 
Geronimo may well have something to say 
about that future. But perhaps it is just as 
likely that productive insights will come 
not from reading a book, but from active 
engagement with and support of American 
Indian leaders, the institutional forms in 
which they work, and the people who have 
granted them authority. 
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Critical Investigations of Resilience:  
A Brief Introduction to Indigenous  
Environmental Studies & Sciences 

Kyle Whyte

Abstract: Indigenous peoples are among the most active environmentalists in the world, working through 
advocacy, educational programs, and research. The emerging field of Indigenous Environmental Studies 
and Sciences (IESS) is distinctive, investigating social resilience to environmental change through the re-
search lens of how moral relationships are organized in societies. Examples of IESS research across three 
moral relationships are discussed here: responsibility, spirituality, and justice. IESS develops insights on resil-
ience that can support Indigenous peoples’ struggles with environmental justice and political reconciliation; 
makes significant contributions to global discussions about the relationship between human behavior and 
the environment; and speaks directly to Indigenous liberation as well as justice issues impacting everyone. 

One telling of Anishinaabe/Neshnabé (Ojibwe, 
Odawa, Potawatomi) history emphasizes how our 
peoples have always found ways to adapt to the dy-
namics of ecosystems.1 Our ancient migration sto-
ry describes our ancestors moving from the Atlantic 
Coastal region to the Great Lakes, learning how to 
adjust to the diverse ecosystems along the route, me-
morializing these places through stories, and keep-
ing lessons learned for future generations. Knowl-
edge Keeper and Grandmother Sherry Copenace de-
scribes one dimension of the concept of bimaadiziwin 
(the good life) as a society’s or nation’s capacity to 
respond best to the challenges it faces.2 Academic 
environmental studies and sciences have recently 
developed the related idea of social resilience: a so-
ciety’s capacity to learn from and adapt to the dy-
namics of ecosystems in ways that avoid prevent-
able harms, promote the flourishing of all human 
and nonhuman lives, and generate wisdom to sus-
tain future generations. 
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Kyle WhyteA well-known set of Anishinaabe sto-
ries tells about one of the stopping points 
of the migration: a land where food grows 
on water, and a place where the people en-
countered wild rice for the first time (ma-
noomin/mnomen, translated as the good 
berry). Waterfowl showed the people that 
wild rice is edible and guided them to hab-
itats of low-lying waters where wild rice 
grows best and different plants, animals, 
and insects flourish. The people studied 
wild rice habitats as webs of interdepen-
dent responsibilities. Ecologically, wild 
rice is responsible for feeding humans, 
birds, and animals; for providing protec-
tive cover for fish and birds; for supply-
ing material for muskrat lodges; and for 
supporting clean water. Water is respon-
sible for giving life to wild rice. The people 
then developed their own responsibilities 
to harvest in ways that leave enough wild 
rice for nonhumans and to work out dip-
lomatic protocols for sharing or respecting 
the wild rice beds needed by other human 
communities, thereby securing justice for 
all beings. They delegated special respon-
sibilities to women and certain clans to de-
velop expert knowledge of water quality 
and wild rice habitats and to provide lead-
ership to guide harvesting and habitat con-
servation.3 The people created ceremonies 
that honor wild rice as a spiritual being be-
cause of its significance within ecological 
webs of interdependent responsibilities. 

Anishinaabe storytelling on migration 
and wild rice tell us how the people adapted 
to new environments by developing moral 
relationships, including responsibility, spir-
ituality, and justice, which are at the heart of 
how we understand resilience. The massive 
environmental changes imposed on Indig-
enous peoples by U.S. and Canadian colo-
nization and settlement include deforesta-
tion, draining wetlands, damming, rec-
reation, mining, commercial agriculture, 
shipping, petrochemical and industrial 
manufacturing, and burning fossil fuels.  

Settlement affects ecosystems, including 
hydrological systems and wetlands that 
support wild rice, that are crucial to Anishi-
naabe peoples for exercising moral relation-
ships. From nineteenth-century testimo-
nies, we know that some of our ancestors 
were particularly concerned that settlement 
was inflicting rapid and harmful environ-
mental changes on our peoples, which off-
set the flourishing moral relationships that 
supported Anishinaabe resilience. The his-
tory of Canadian and U.S. colonialism can 
be read as the establishment of the con-
ditions for their own resilience in North 
America at the expense of Indigenous peo-
ples’ resilience. 

Today, Anishinaabe peoples are leaders of 
environmental movements that advocate 
for the continuance and renewal of moral 
relationships of responsibility, spirituali-
ty, and justice. Anishinaabe grandmother 
Josephine Mandamin began the Mother 
Earth Water Walk to motivate people to 
take responsibility for clean water in the 
Great Lakes, honoring water’s role as a sa-
cred life-giver. A coalition of Potawatomi, 
Ojibwe, and Menominee peoples worked 
for years to stop the water pollution risks 
of the proposed Crandon zinc and copper 
mine in Northeast Wisconsin, a mine seek-
ing to boost the settler economy at the ex-
pense of Indigenous peoples’ health and 
ways of life, including fishing and wild ric-
ing. Five Odawa and Ojibwe tribes in Mich-
igan successfully resecured U.S. respect for 
the rights that their ancestors stipulated in 
the 1836 Treaty of Washington to protect 
future generations’ capacity to exercise 
moral relationships with fish, plants, and 
animals living off-reservation. The Shoal 
Lake 40 Ojibwe Nation, through the leader-
ship of community members such as Daryl  
Redsky, have worked to mitigate the im-
pacts of Canadian settlers sacrificing its wa-
ter quality and land base for the sake of ex-
tracting clean water for the city of Winni-
peg. Anishinaabe nations, from the Citizen 
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Potawatomi Nation to the Sault Ste. Marie 
Tribe of Chippewa Indians, are frontrun-
ners in experimenting with renewable en-
ergy, such as geothermal power, and green 
building standards. Diverse scholars, in-
cluding Megan Bang, Leanne Simpson, Pat-
ty Loew, Melissa Nelson, and Deborah Mc-
Gregor, have increased the awareness and 
practice of Anishinaabe pedagogical philos-
ophies, environmental values, histories, and 
knowledge systems in the spheres of sci-
ence, education, public policy, and media.

Globally, nearly four hundred million In-
digenous peoples live on 22 percent of the 
world’s land surface, interacting with 80 
percent of the planet’s biodiversity.4 And 
they lead some of the most significant en-
vironmental movements, educational pro-
grams, and research that seek to protect hu-
mans’ abilities to live respectfully within 
these diverse ecosystems. The Whanganui 
Iwi (Aotearoa), for example, succeeded in 
getting the New Zealand government to 
confer legal personhood on the Whanganui 
River, which is ancestrally, spiritually, nu-
tritionally, and economically significant to 
the Iwi members. The College of Menom-
inee Nation founded its own Sustainable 
Development Institute in 1994, based on 
the idea that sustainability has always 
been part of Menominee life, including 
values such as “respect for the land, water, 
and air; partnership with other creatures 
of earth; and a way of living and working 
that achieves a balance between use and 
replenishment of all resources.”5 Quech-
ua peoples of the Andes region, specifical-
ly the Paru Paru, Chawaytiri, Sacaca, Pam-
pallacta, Amaru, and Kuyo Grande com-
munities, have created the Potato Park, a 
biodiversity conservation zone protecting 
over nine hundred varieties of native po-
tato. The North American Standing Rock 
Sioux Tribe recently energized one of the 
largest Indigenous mass movements to 
stop the oil-transporting Dakota Access 
Pipeline, publicizing their Mni Wiconi (wa-

ter is life) philosophy as the ground of their 
resistance. Indigenous scholars and activ-
ists, like lawyer and professor Sarah Deer, 
are calling attention to the continued abus-
es Indigenous peoples face, such as the ex-
ploitation of women and children through 
sex trafficking at oil and gas industry work-
er camps in the Bakken region of the Unit-
ed States at the hands of the extractive in-
dustries that also contribute to pollution 
and climate change. And the leaders of In-
digenous environmental movements have 
sometimes paid the ultimate sacrifice. In 
2016, Berta Cáceres, a leader in the Lenca 
people’s movement to protect themselves 
from the risks of the Agua Zarca Dam, was 
murdered in Honduras.

Today, resilience is on everyone’s mind. 
Vulnerability to climate change, extreme 
weather events, biodiversity loss, and food 
insecurity raise pressing concerns about the 
well-being of human and nonhuman lives. 
The World Health Organization estimates 
that between 2030 and 2050, an addition-
al 250,000 annual human deaths will be 
caused by climate change.6 Thousands of 
species are either extinct or are in danger of 
extinction from habitat destruction.7 The 
Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network es-
timates that 19 percent of the world’s cor-
al reefs are already lost.8 These are press-
ing challenges, but many human societies 
 –like the Anishinaabe peoples–have long- 
standing sciences, collective practices (such 
as agriculture and ceremonies), arts, and 
philosophies that seek to maintain moral 
relationships with ever-changing environ-
ments that lessen harms and risks to hu-
mans and nonhumans alike. 

Indigenous Environmental Studies and 
Sciences (iess) is an emerging field that 
centers Indigenous historical heritages, 
living intellectual traditions, research ap-
proaches, education practices, and politi-
cal advocacy to investigate how humans 
can live respectfully within dynamic eco-
systems.9 While environmental studies 
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communities studying every imaginable 
topic, iess, in particular, investigates how 
moral relationships–including responsi-
bility, spirituality, and justice–within a so-
ciety yield empirical and humanistic in-
sights about resilience. 

Iess research centers on Indigenous peo-
ples’ historical heritages and living intel-
lectual traditions as starting points for in-
vestigating the topic of resilience. Yet iess 
investigations do not seek to mine Indig-
enous histories for lessons about the suc-
cess of certain harvesting techniques or 
technologies, like fish traps. Nor are many 
iess scholars concerned about establishing 
whether it is, in fact, true that Indigenous 
peoples lived sustainably. Rather, iess cen-
ters on Indigenous heritages and traditions 
for the sake of understanding how the mor-
al fabric of a society is related (or not) to its 
capacity to adjust to various ecosystems. 

In diverse studies of Nuu-chah-nulth 
and related Northwest Coast peoples, In-
digenous studies scholars Ronald Trosper, 
Marlene Atleo, and Richard Atleo focus on 
moral relationships of responsibility that 
connect humans to salmon, whales, and 
many other animals, plants, and habitats. 
Speaking on responsibility, Richard Atleo 
has described how, for the Nuu-chah-nulth, 
“The salmon does not give its life, but rath-
er, in an act of transformation, is prepared 
to give and share its ‘cloak’ in endless cy-
cles, provided the necessary protocols are 
observed, which indicate mutual recogni-
tion, mutual respect, mutual responsibil-
ity, and mutual accountability.”10 For At-
leo, the relationship between humans and 
salmon, which can be critical to human nu-
trition, is a moral relationship of mutual re-
sponsibility. Salmon will carry out their re-
sponsibilities through reincarnation if hu-
mans carry out their responsibilities to the 
salmon, especially tending salmon habi-
tats. The spiritual responsibility associat-

ed with salmon’s reincarnation motivates 
humans to take care of salmon, or else the 
fish may not return to take care of humans.

Human/salmon responsibilities perme-
ate the fabric of society, operating at many 
levels. In Trosper’s historical studies, title-
holders, or leaders of houses (the polities 
governing particular watersheds), were re-
sponsible for ensuring adequate abundance 
of salmon in their territories. To become 
accepted as a titleholder, one had to orga-
nize a feast, often called a potlatch ceremo-
ny. At the feast, titleholders not only paid 
respect ceremonially to salmon’s value to 
humans, but they also gave away abundant 
wealth in the form of gifts, including boun-
tiful salmon harvests, to the guests. While 
hereditary lineage was often one criteri-
on for titleholder candidates, their candi-
dacy was also judged publically and criti-
cally through the potlatch ceremonies. Ti-
tleholders’ ability to give salmon as gifts 
proved their knowledge and skills at stew-
arding salmon habitats. During times of 
salmon shortage in particular areas, mutu-
al responsibility meant houses with plen-
ty helped suffering houses; houses receiv-
ing aid were responsible to reciprocate aid 
when needed. If a person trespassed in an-
other house’s territory and was killed, the 
punishing house was responsible for orga-
nizing a feast to stop trespassing and killing 
for the sake of future generations. 

Nuu-chah-nulth peoples have long- 
standing traditions of making places sa-
cred by endowing them with moral sig-
nificance. Marlene Atleo has written that 
“Sacred sites are ‘natural’ places in which 
the spiritual work of hahuulhi (social fab-
ric) roles intersect with the environment 
of the territory and have been carried out 
there for millennia, a place where the past, 
present and future crystallizes for a partic-
ular position and role.”11 She has described 
places where young women learn to cut 
salmon for the winter. In addition to ac-
quiring the skills and scientific knowledge, 
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they tell stories at these places about salm-
on and the sacred responsibilities between 
salmon and humans across many gener-
ations. Learners come to see themselves 
as endowed with sacred responsibilities 
connecting them to past and future gen-
erations and the continued flourishing of 
their peoples. Making places sacred serves 
as a powerful motivator for people to con-
tinue to observe and take seriously their 
responsibilities to salmon and other hu-
mans and to maintain and pass on lessons.

The moral relationships of responsibili-
ty are not trivial. They facilitated peoples’ 
capacity to adjust to the dynamics of eco-
systems to avoid preventable harms. Ron-
ald Trosper argues that responsibilities 
were organized to “buffer, self-organize, 
and learn in response to environmental is-
sues.”12 Critically, this research teaches us 
more than just the idea that there are some 
responsibility-based practices that sup-
port resilience that occur now or occurred 
at some time in history. We learn to see the 
fabric of society as including responsible 
practices and the necessary moral quali-
ties for carrying them out: trust, consent, 
and reciprocity. For example, leaders and 
knowledge keepers must pass vetting pro-
cesses and ceremonies that vouch for their 
trustworthiness as stewards of salmon hab-
itats. Ceremonies serve as public occasions 
to secure consent. Reciprocity, the moral 
quality of being accountable for returning 
what one has been given, is expected to help 
cope with shortages, restore social relation-
ships damaged by trespass, and ensure, in a 
spiritual sense, the salmon’s reincarnation. 
Salmon is just one species within a web of 
responsibilities knit together by trust, con-
sent, and reciprocity. Salmon is not consid-
ered a “species,” but as a people or nation 
who honor their responsibilities to humans. 

Moral qualities of responsibility facil-
itate resilience. High levels of trust, con-
sent, and reciprocity allow us to rely on 
each other transparently and productive-

ly when faced with environmental chang-
es. Food and water shortages, for example, 
can spark conflicts within and across so-
cieties, especially as people challenge the 
trustworthiness and legitimacy of lead-
ers, scientists, and those vested with au-
thority. Spiritual relationships with non-
humans, the cultivation of places as sacred 
(or not), and social rules that commit peo-
ple to help one another and repair fraught 
relationships motivate us to see ourselves 
as bound to a “covenant of reciprocity.”13 
Environmental scientist Robin Kimmerer 
defines this covenant as the complex mu-
tual responsibility–connecting human 
and nonhuman beings–to be conscien-
tious gift givers and gracious gift receivers. 

The environmental dimensions of re-
silience are just as much issues of genu-
ine moral responsibility–trust, consent, 
reciprocity, and more–as they are issues 
of biology and ecology. Morality and re-
silience are key topics in environmen-
tal studies and science fields, including 
adaptive management, religion and ecol-
ogy, and environmental ethics. iess fur-
nishes curricula, research, and programs 
that arise from and center the historical 
heritages and living intellectual traditions 
of numerous Indigenous peoples. These 
heritages and traditions, which continue 
to be tied to Indigenous peoples’ current 
practices and identities, treat moral rela-
tionships as complex systems working to 
promote adaptive capacity, not stagnancy. 

The term spirituality is often reserved for 
beliefs that are not grounded in evidence. 
Many scientists are suspicious of the role 
of spirituality or religion in a “rigorous” 
empirical study of an environmental top-
ic such as resilience. Some iess scientists, 
however, explicitly assert that scientific re-
search must always be spiritual. For many 
Indigenous peoples, spirituality refers to 
moral relationships, especially account-
ability, that are tied to the pursuit of sci-
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between spirituality and science reveals 
how empirical inquiry provides informa-
tion about resilience; and how spiritual-
ly oriented processes of empirical inqui-
ry promote accountability within societies 
and respect for our interdependence with 
nonhumans and the environment.

Yupiaq scientist Oscar Kawagley discuss-
es how the field of ecology is “closest to Yu-
piaq science,” however, ecology often ig-
nores “spirit” and hence “ignores the inter-
action and needs of societies and cultures 
within ecosystems.” Kawagley has written 
that, “[Indigenous] scientific knowledge is 
not segregated from other aspects of daily 
life and it is not subdivided into different 
fields of science.” He has claimed that, “to 
design a fish trap . . . one must know how 
the river behaves, how the salmon behave, 
and how the split-willow of which the trap 
is made behaves (i.e. one must understand 
physics, biology, and engineering).” Spiri-
tuality fosters accountability between hu-
mans and the environment, what Kawagley 
has described as the “incorporation of spir-
it in the Yupiaq worldview [which] result-
ed in an awareness of the interdependence 
of humanity with the environment, a rev-
erence for and a sense of responsibility for 
protecting the environment.”14 This way of 
thinking about science privileges empirical 
inquiry that is designed to achieve goals be-
yond the production of information. Sci-
ence must be part of moral relationships, 
increasing human accountability to non- 
humans and the environment. Science 
must also be interdisciplinary and include 
diverse sources of knowledge. And inves-
tigating systems of interdependence must 
be rooted in and applicable to the practi-
cal activities of everyday environmental 
stewardship and subsistence, like design-
ing a fish trap!

A powerful example of Indigenous sci-
ence as a process of coupled spiritual and 
empirical inquiry can be found in the Great 

Lakes, where research about sturgeon biol-
ogy and habitat is designed to recover abun-
dant sturgeon populations. For the Odawa, 
Ojibwe, Potawatomi, and Menominee, 
sturgeon populations provided nourish-
ment as people emerged from winter with 
nearly exhausted food supplies. The stur-
geon habitat was so important that some 
peoples had sturgeon clans, which were re-
sponsible for protecting the environmental 
conditions necessary to support the fish’s 
anadromous life cycle. Some of these clans 
continue to honor their responsibilities to-
day, and the sturgeon is still referred to as 
a “grandparent” by some Anishinaabe be-
cause sturgeon can outlive humans and 
possess incredible wisdom. These anadro-
mous fish remember the exact streams in 
which they were born, returning to them 
for spawning. Tragically, sturgeon popula-
tions have plummeted due to the U.S. colo-
nial impacts of overfishing, dam construc-
tion, industrial pollution, and recreation ac-
tivities such as sportfishing. In Michigan, 
for example, by the early 2000s, well under 
one hundred fish per year came to spawn in 
the Manistee rivershed.15

Historic studies show that Indigenous 
peoples across the U.S. and Canadian sides 
of the Great Lakes sustained abundant stur-
geon yields. Seasonal knowledge of stur-
geon fisheries includes watching for “pink 
[wild] rose buds to come out or the [wild] 
plum trees bloom,” which signaled the on-
set of spawning, a prime time for fishing.16 
Ancient place names, such as Sturgeon 
Lake, Sturgeon River, and Sturgeon Falls, 
indicate historic or still current sturgeon 
abundance. Indigenous peoples who seek 
to rekindle sturgeon populations, however, 
have goals that exceed the recovery of his-
toric knowledge of sturgeon. They are dedi-
cated to returning the fish to abundance and 
using the process to renew humans’ own 
sense of accountability for the relationships 
of ecological interdependence they are part 
of but often ignore.
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The Little River Band of Odawa Indians 
in Michigan has engaged in extensive stur-
geon recovery. Jimmie Mitchell, a program 
founder, has described sturgeon recovery 
as providing a “connection between spirit- 
world and our own. . . . The spirit that is con-
nected to our belief system guides the An-
ishinaabek to our respective responsibili-
ties [to the environment].”17 Tribal biol-
ogist Marty Holtgren describes how the 
scientific research was designed by a com-
munity-based committee of elders, scien-
tists, and tribal members. For Holtgren, the 
Cultural Context Committee facilitated a 
voice that “was an amalgamation of cultur-
al, biological, political, and social elements, 
all being important and often indistinguish-
able.” Their meetings were punctuated by 
ceremonies and feasts. Holtgren has dis-
cussed how the tribe worked to develop a 
process to “restore the harmony and con-
nectivity between [Lake Sturgeon] and the 
Anishinaabek and bring them both back to 
the river.”18 Here, the goal of scientifical-
ly investigating sturgeon biology and hab-
itat for the sake of population recovery in-
cludes restoring human accountability to 
sturgeon and rekindling the philosophies 
of ancient moral relationships that link 
humans and sturgeon in an interdepen-
dent ecosystem. The involvement of non-
scientists on the committee exemplifies ac-
countable science: the idea that empirical 
inquiry should be designed so that commu-
nities can trust and consent to the research 
design, the implementation of its methods, 
and its outcomes. 

Bringing people back to the river built 
awareness of and human accountability for 
the major environmental factors degrading 
sturgeon habitats, especially dams and pol-
lution. Important components of the sci-
ence of sturgeon recovery included learning 
about historic relationships of accountabil-
ity between humans and sturgeon and re-
newing that accountability today. The Lit-
tle River Band, Menominee, White Earth 

Ojibwe, Rainy River First Nation, and oth-
er Tribes working to restore sturgeon in the 
Great Lakes have designed public ceremo-
nies and community feasts to commemo-
rate the ways sturgeon plays a key role in 
highly interdependent, local ecosystems. 
Little River’s sturgeon-release ceremony 
invites the public to attend when juvenile 
sturgeon are released into the river each fall, 
exposing many non-Natives to Indigenous 
histories, culture, and traditional knowl-
edge of sturgeon, as well as sturgeon biolo-
gy and life cycles and environmental chal-
lenges. The Menominee sturgeon feast each 
spring is also public, bringing Menominee  
and non-Menominee together for educa-
tional and cultural immersion in sturgeon- 
related history, values, and practices, in-
cluding dance. Some Odawa and Menomi-
nee attendees see the ceremony and feasts,  
which attract hundreds of people, as a 
chance to commemorate accountability 
to the fish, to create intercultural conver-
sations about sturgeon science, to heal re-
lationships with settlers through a public  
discussion of environmental degradation, 
and to engender responsibilities in future 
generations. At the Odawa ceremony, many 
children of all heritages personally release a 
juvenile sturgeon into the river. Of course, 
these events are significant parts of In-
digenous sturgeon recovery projects that 
frame provocative empirical inquiry into 
sturgeon; Little River’s and Menominee’s 
research on anadromous sturgeon add to 
knowledge about sturgeon biology, genet-
ics, life cycles, and habitats.19 

Both Little River and Menominee stur-
geon programs seek to rekindle moral re-
lationships between humans and sturgeon, 
and thus couple science and spirituality. 
The programs are interdisciplinary, aimed 
at understanding complex human interde-
pendence with sturgeon, and committed to 
bringing sturgeon back to sustenance lev-
els. The ceremonies and feasts bring people 
together to strengthen moral qualities, in 
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sent, and reciprocity. They seek not only to 
rebuild the social fabric of Indigenous peo-
ples, but also to repair the fraught relation-
ships with settler and other non-Indigenous 
populations in the region. iess activist and 
scholar Winona LaDuke, writing on the res-
toration of sturgeon at White Earth, has 
expressed hope that “Maybe the fish will 
help a diverse set of people work together 
to make something right. . . . The fish help 
us remember all of those relations, and in 
their own way, help us recover ourselves.”20 

Iess’ focus on responsibility and spiri-
tuality yields lessons about another mor-
al relationship relevant to resilience: jus-
tice. Scholarship on environmental justice 
shows that groups such as  Indigenous peo-
ples around the world and U.S. people of 
color bear high burdens of environmen-
tally related harms, such as lower health 
outcomes and losses of cultural integrity. 
iess research often takes an additional step 
to demonstrate that environmental injus-
tice can be understood as threatening the 
moral relationships that empower all soci-
eties’ resilience. Consider how Haudenos-
aunee peoples and their allies have devel-
oped a portfolio of iess research studying 
the relationship among pollution, health, 
self-determination, and cultural vitality in 
the Saint Lawrence River watershed. They 
designed this research to respond to wide-
spread industrial pollution burdening Mo-
hawk communities on both the U.S. and Ca-
nadian sides, including toxicants like poly-
chlorinated biphenyls. 

Mohawk scholars, activists, and scien-
tists have documented the history of pol-
lution in the region.21 The United States 
and Canada permitted giant industrial fa-
cilities of General Motors, the Aluminum 
Company of America, Domtar, and Reyn-
olds Metals to operate in close proximity 
to the Mohawk communities. The nations 
and industries neglected to be responsible 

for cleaning up immediately after some of 
these facilities closed. Some areas within 
the Saint Lawrence River watershed near 
Mohawk communities have been among 
the most polluted in North America. The 
pollution is no accident. Winona LaDuke 
has argued that the United States and 
Canada set the Mohawks up for these cir-
cumstances by coercing them into ced-
ing much of their lands.22 In addition to 
land dispossession, Canada and the United 
States forced many Mohawks into board-
ing schools that attempted to divest them 
of their cultures, languages, and potential 
to pass on skill sets.

The pollution of fish is a particular con-
cern. Indigenous studies scholar Elizabeth 
Hoover has written that, in Akwesasne, “the 
relationship between fish–whose duty it is 
to cleanse the water and offer themselves as 
food–and humans–whose role it is to re-
spectfully harvest these fish–has been in-
terrupted by environmental contamina-
tion.”23 Those most at risk from pollutants 
include women of childbearing age, preg-
nant and nursing women, and children un-
der fifteen, especially given the bioaccumu-
lation of some toxicants in breast milk. In-
digenous environmental scientists Alice 
Tarbell and Mary Arquette estimate that 50 
percent of the economy used to be based 
on fishing before the pollution started. Be-
yond fish, they tell how the contamination 
of medicinal plants leaves traditional health 
care providers unable to recommend natu-
ral remedies that some elders in Mohawk 
communities rely on.24 

For the Haudenosaunee, the harms of 
pollution strike at the heart of the moral 
relationships that make up the fabric of 
their societies. Indigenous environmental 
scientist Henry Lickers has said that when 
pollution makes it hard to continue fish-
ing, “people forget, in their own culture, 
what you call the knot that you tie in a net. 
And so, a whole section of your language 
and culture is lost because no one is tying 
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those nets anymore. . . . That whole social 
infrastructure that was around the fabrica-
tion of that net disappeared.”25 For Lick-
ers, the “whole social infrastructure” and 
“language and culture” refer to the conver-
gence of responsibilities and spiritual rela-
tionships connecting people to each oth-
er, to fish, to biota, and to the ecosystem. 
These relationships sustained trust, con-
sent, reciprocity, and accountability with-
in the community and made it possible for 
people to live respectfully within dynamic 
ecosystems. Tarbell and Arquette describe 
Mohawk people as in mourning due to the 
loss of their capacity to exercise their mor-
al relationships.26 

The Haudenosaunee have developed a 
comprehensive strategy for responding 
to pollution through the environmental 
divisions of the Mohawk Council of Ak-
wesasne and the St. Regis Mohawk Tribe, 
the Akwesasne Task Force on the Envi-
ronment, the Mother’s Milk Project, the 
Traditional Mohawk Nation Council of 
Chiefs, and the leadership of Mohawk sci-
entists in the Saint Lawrence River Insti-
tute. Their iess portfolio is diverse. At one 
level, they have produced peer-reviewed 
research on the environmental and human 
impacts of pollution, often collaborating 
with universities, such as the University at 
Albany, in ways that ensure scientific ex-
pertise and education stay in the Mohawk 
communities after particular projects end. 
They also work at the level of ethics, hu-
man rights, and justice.27  

In terms of the scientific research, Ar-
quette and her collaborators at Akwesasne 
have emphasized how studying moral re-
lationships is crucial for understanding 
the impacts of pollution. Challenging the 
notion–common in some environmen-
tal science circles–that if there is no expo-
sure, then there are no adverse health ef-
fects, they have shown how, when moral 
relationships between humans, fish, and 
plants break down, “alternative diets are 

consumed that are often high in fat and cal-
ories and low in vitamins and nutrients,” 
which produces additional negative health 
outcomes that affect Mohawks acutely, in-
cluding diabetes.28 The study of environ-
mental health is not only about degrees of 
exposure, but also about peoples’ moral re-
lationships. 

Mohawk advocate Katsi Cook, through 
the Mother’s Milk Project, has worked to 
make environmental health science acces-
sible to affected communities so that peo-
ple can respond to pollution by observing 
moral relationships with fish, medicinal 
plants, and other beings. Cook sees the 
Mohawk responses to pollution through 
the lens of moral relationships. She said 
“the beauty of the response of the mothers 
. . . is that they saw everything in a bigger 
picture. Many of us bless the seeds, pray 
to corn, and continue a one-on-one rela-
tionship with the earth.”29 Regarding in-
novative solutions, Tarbell and Arquette 
have discussed aquaculture, for example, 
not as a permanent solution, but “one that 
allows the skills associated with fishing to 
continue” and provides a “healthy pro-
tein.”30 The same concern for moral rela-
tionships has also inspired Mohawk lead-
ership in the fight against climate change. 
The publically available climate change 
plan of the St. Regis Mohawk Tribe, orga-
nized according to the Mohawk Thanks-
giving Address, uniquely focuses on mor-
al relationships, including sections on the 
“Three Sisters,” “The Four Winds,” and 
“Grand Mother Moon.” 

Injustice is a form of domination that 
works to undermine Indigenous peoples’ 
capacity to have moral relationships with 
nonhumans and the environment, which 
are crucial to their resilience. The pollu-
tion in the Saint Lawrence River water-
shed exemplifies U.S. and Canadian in-
justice against the Haudenosaunee peo-
ples. And the Akwesasne Task Force has 
argued that fighting pollution is about 
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supporting environmental health or cre-
ating new economic options that are safe 
and sustainable. Injustice occurs when one 
society seeks to upend the moral relation-
ships that constitute another society’s re-
silience, in this case, Canada and the Unit-
ed States establishing the conditions for 
their own resilience at the expense of the 
Mohawk peoples. Establishing justice, 
however, as the Mohawk leaders and in-
stitutions demonstrate, involves the con-
tinuance and renewal of moral relation-
ships that support their capacity to live re-
spectfully with a changing environment.  

Iess centers on Indigenous historical heri-
tages, living intellectual traditions, research 
approaches, education practices, and polit-
ical advocacy to investigate how humans 
can live respectfully within diverse ecosys-
tems. iess makes critical contributions to 
environmental research by showing the val-
ue of moral relationships as lenses through 
which to learn about sustainable social 
norms (such as the potlatch ceremony), 
scientific research on fish habitats (such as 
sturgeon recovery science), or the social di-
mensions of environmental health (such as 

the decline of fishing at Akwesasne and dia-
betes). On the flipside, iess frames efforts 
to empower people to form moral relation-
ships as a type of resilience. iess supports 
Indigenous peoples’ capacity to achieve sus-
tainability and environmental justice and 
provides global insights into key challeng-
es pertaining to resilience, including low-
ering carbon footprints, achieving gender 
justice, conserving biodiversity, strength-
ening peoples’ senses of responsibility, and 
remediating polluted places. 

Perhaps most important for the well-be-
ing of Indigenous peoples everywhere, iess 
makes strong statements about what Indig-
enous reconciliation with settler and colo-
nial nations will require. While apologies 
and forgiveness have symbolic value, In-
digenous peoples are demanding reclama-
tion of Indigenous lands and waters, and 
recognition of Indigenous sovereignty and 
self-determination on those lands and wa-
ters. iess sheds light on how reclamation 
and sovereignty entail the capacity of Indig-
enous peoples to rebuild and continue com-
plex moral relationships that can promote 
economic, cultural, and social resilience for 
the sake of future generations’ well-being. 
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If Indigenous Peoples Stand with the  
Sciences, Will Scientists Stand with Us?

Megan Bang, Ananda Marin & Douglas Medin

Abstract: Indigenous sciences are foundationally based in relationships, reciprocity, and responsibilities. 
These sciences constitute systems of knowledge developed through distinct perspectives on and practices of 
knowledge creation and decision-making that not only have the right to be pursued on their own terms 
but may also be vital in solving critical twenty-first-century challenges. “Science” is often treated as if it 
were a single entity, free of cultural influences and value-neutral in principle. Western science is often seen 
as instantiating and equivalent to this idealized, yet problematic, view of science. We argue for engage-
ment with multiple perspectives on science in general, and increased engagement with Indigenous sciences 
in particular. As scholars focused on human learning and development, we share empirical examples of 
how Indigenous sciences, sometimes in partnership with Western science, have led to new discoveries and 
insights into human learning and development. 

For many years, wildlife biologists who observed 
coyotes and badgers hunting in the same area hypoth-
esized that they were competing for game and spec-
ulated that badgers would follow coyotes in hopes of 
snatching their prey. After further observation, the bi-
ologists realized that badgers and coyotes often hunt 
cooperatively and that this in fact makes them more 
successful. The logics in these studies mirrored rea-
soning patterns within some Indigenous communi-
ties: that is, Indigenous peoples often focus on and in-
quire about reciprocal relationships between entities. 
It is possible, therefore, that different cultural orien-
tations may facilitate different insights into badger 
and coyote behavior. To further test this insight and 
place these findings in a cultural context, we removed 
all the text from a children’s book on coyote/badger 
hunting, asked U.S. college students and Indigenous 
Panamanian Ngöbe adults to look at the book’s illus-
trations, and listened to what they thought the book 
depicted. U.S. college students interpreted the story 
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as competitive, while Ngöbe adults saw it as 
cooperative.1 This study shows that cultur-
al orientations influence how we interpret 
and explain our observations–both in our 
everyday lives and when we build systems 
of knowledge.

Indigenous sciences build knowledge 
about the world through a distinct set of 
orienting values, concepts, and questions. 
These include: What is worthy of atten-
tion? What needs explanation? Who is 
related? How? Why does it matter? Tewa 
scholar Gregory Cajete has articulated one 
of the most important concepts of Indig-
enous science in this way: “everything is 
related, that is, connected in dynamic, in-
teractive, and mutually reciprocal relation-
ships.” 2 This foundational premise shapes 
Indigenous sciences both in principle and 
in practice through methods of knowledge 
building. Cajete goes on: 

The ultimate aim [of Native science] is not 
explaining an objectified universe, but rath-
er learning about and understanding respon-
sibilities and relationships and celebrating 
those that humans establish with the world. 
Native science is also about mutual reciprocity,  
which simply means a give-and-take relation-
ship with the natural world, and which pre-
supposes a responsibility to care for, sustain, 
and respect the rights of other living things, 
plants, animals, and place in which one lives.3

As Cajete argues, Indigenous sciences 
are relationally organized. This has impli-
cations for the way humans live and for the 
responsibilities we carry to each other and 
to our relatives who make up the rest of na-
ture, including not only plants and animals 
but also the sun, stars, waters, and land that 
constitute our ecosystems. This ecological 
axiom grounds the questions and methods 
of most Indigenous sciences, fulfilling ethi-
cal responsibilities that ultimately contrib-
ute to the larger collective good.

In the twenty-first century, climate 
change will require human communities 

to adapt and reimagine interdependent re-
lationships with and responsibilities to the 
natural world and each other. Science will 
play a critical role in meeting these chal-
lenges and developing policy that facili-
tates the collective good. But what kind of 
science, and mobilized by whom? 

Responding to recent political attacks on 
scientific inquiry, the March for Science, 
held on April 22, 2017, drew more than 1.3 
million people to over six hundred march-
es across the United States and around the 
world. The organizers emphasized the 
importance of science in policy and de-
cision-making, insisting that they were 
“championing science for the common 
good.” As a collective social benefit, the 
organizers argued, science “should neither 
serve special interests nor be rejected based 
on personal convictions.”4 “Science” was 
framed in the singular, as a neutral, value- 
free practice understood by all. 

Among the many banners at the Wash-
ington, D.C., March for Science, one read 
“Let us march not just for science–but for 
sciences!” The sign was the inspiration of 
Professor Robin Kimmerer, Director of the 
Center for Native Peoples and the Environ-
ment at the suny Syracuse College of En-
vironmental Science and Forestry. Profes-
sor Kimmerer herself was an invited speak-
er at the D.C. rally,5 where she argued that 
Indigenous science constitutes an impor-
tant accompaniment to the dominant para-
digm of Western science–one that may be 
vital in addressing contemporary problems 
related to climate change and sustainabili-
ty. Reactions to Kimmerer’s argument were 
mixed. Some critics argued that qualifying 
terms like “Western science” demeaned 
science itself, and that talking about an “In-
digenous” science was “crossing a line.”6 
Many were willing to concede that Indig-
enous peoples have accumulated substan-
tial knowledge of the natural world (often 
termed “traditional ecological knowledge” 
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or tek by Western scientific communities) 
but recognize that knowledge as significant 
only when it has been “verified” by modern 
science–such as when wildlife biologists 
confirm the cooperative hunting behaviors 
of badgers and coyotes.7 To these critics, 
there is only one science, which is defined 
by a scientific method assumed to be trans-
parent and objective and which produces 
data replicable by other scientists.

Like all human activity, science is not in-
fallible. Humans are cultural beings influ-
enced by the contexts and times in which 
we live. Colonialism, and the racism that 
accompanied it, shared a partnership with 
sciences that used biased, ethnocentric tests 
and measurements to support claims of col-
onizers’ cultural superiority. Has Western 
science–and the policies associated with 
it–been somehow liberated from its ethno-
centrism? Unsurprisingly, the answer is no. 
The mythology of a cultureless, value-neu-
tral science continues to capture the popu-
lar imagination as well as that of science it-
self, and it can and does cause harm to com-
munities. A culturally contingent theory of 
infant-parent attachment, for example, has 
been treated as a universal standard and has 
served as a justification for removing chil-
dren from families with communal cultural 
practices (including Indigenous families).8 
Furthermore, the myth of value-free West-
ern science prevails in many school curricu-
la, contributing to the ongoing problem of 
differential achievement and engagement 
in science by underrepresented communi-
ties–including Indigenous people.

Kimmerer does not call for the “inclusion” 
of tek in (Western) science; instead, she 
calls for a heterogeneity of sciences, which 
would both value multiple systems of know-
ing and engage with methodologies devel-
oped within different cultural communities. 
Kimmerer’s admonition to recognize multi-
ple sciences is critical. In a way, however, the 
point has already been conceded in anoth-

er context: across disciplinary differences 
within Western science. After all, the Unit-
ed States has a National Academy of Scienc-
es, not a National Academy of Science.9 Al-
though these sciences do not have clear bor-
ders or boundaries, the methods of geology 
differ from those of sociology; and sociolog-
ical methods in turn differ from those found 
in neuroscience or economics. Disciplinary 
labels themselves conceal substantial vari-
ability. The National Academy of Sciences, 
for example, has more than a dozen divi-
sions focused on different aspects of biology 
alone. These variations within Western sci-
ence exhibit differences in worldview (even 
as they are unified by practices such as being 
public and subject to replicability). Further-
more, the academy at large has no difficulty 
recognizing the power of problem-centered 
interdisciplinary work that crosses boundar-
ies of methodological and even epistemolog-
ical difference. The National Science Foun-
dation and National Institutes of Health, for 
instance, provide guides to encourage inter-
disciplinarity and collaborative research ef-
forts and even earmark funding streams for 
such research.

Why, then, the resistance to calls like 
Kim merer’s? Resistance to expanding the 
possibilities of sciences is often driven by 
the assumption that one “true” science 
emerged from the history of Western civi-
lization and that Western ways of knowing 
are therefore inherently superior. (Howev-
er, even much of what is popularly imag-
ined to be “Western” originated in China or  
in the Middle East.) Non-Western peoples,  
as the subjects of Western conquest and co-
lonialism, are even today inevitably read as 
less able to observe, deduce, hypothesize,  
experiment, and make sense of their worlds  
than their European or European Ameri-
can counterparts. Skeptics of Indigenous 
sciences frequently assert that non-West-
ern ways of knowing do not aim for objec-
tivity or are incapable of achieving objec-
tive knowledge. 
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We hold that Indigenous sciences are no 
less objective than Western science; they 
value truths, not agendas. Indigenous sci-
ence operates around a set of values, as does 
Western science. Values enter into the prac-
tice of science in all kinds of ways, includ-
ing decisions about what to study and how 
to study it, the framework in which findings 
are interpreted, and how knowledge ought 
to be shared. “Objectivity” therefore can-
not and should not be equated with “value- 
neutrality.” We must pose the question: 
whose values and whose knowledge sys-
tems are accepted as legitimate in a multi-
cultural, multi-epistemological world? The 
policing of disciplinary borders has been, 
and continues to be, a constitutive factor in 
the common sense surrounding “science.” 
We propose that the practice of excluding 
the values and methods of Indigenous sci-
ence from science and from society more 
generally poses significant dangers, not 
only to Indigenous peoples but to all peo-
ples. Further, these exclusionary practices 
unnecessarily reify tensions and conflict be-
tween communities.

Indeed, Western sciences and Indigenous 
sciences are not necessarily incommen-
surable in principle. Indigenous methods 
sometimes align, diverge, or conflict with 
Western science and may also be critical 
complements to it in answering the most 
pressing questions of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Engaging heterogeneous sciences– 
specifically Indigenous sciences–can ex-
pand our collective knowledge and are 
critical if sciences (in their plurality) are to 
become champions of the common good 
and adequately respond to contemporary 
problems.

Imagining science for the common good 
requires exposing the ethnocentrism em-
bedded within science and science edu-
cation and appreciating how values guide 
scientific activity. Achieving commensu-
rability in the sciences will also require the 
formation of new ethical partnerships with 

Indigenous peoples, partnerships that pri-
oritize Indigenous self-determination and 
leadership. If Indigenous peoples stand with 
the sciences–as we will–will scientists also 
stand with us? 

As Indigenous social and behavioral sci-
entists, engaging both Indigenous scienc-
es and Western science(s), we always con-
sider how to stand with the communities 
with whom we work. We espouse a two-
tiered engagement with Indigenous sci-
ences: first, through foundational knowl-
edge building about human learning and 
development, and second, through engag-
ing youth, families, and communities in In-
digenous science-learning environments.

We also build our scientific pursuit on 
foundational premises of Indigenous sci-
ence through a framework of relational epis-
temologies.10 What do we mean by this? 
With respect to the more-than-human  
world, scientists engaging relational epis-
temologies will: 

1. view humans as a part of the natural world, 
rather than apart from it;11 

2. attend to and value the interdependencies 
that compose the natural world;12 

3. attend to the roles actors play in expand-
ed notions of ecosystems from assumptions 
of contribution and purpose, rather than as-
sumptions of competition; 

4. focus on whole organisms and systems at 
the macroscopic level of human perception 
(also a signature of complex-systems theory); 

5. see all life forms as agentic, having person-
hood and communicative capacity (as dis-
tinct from anthropocentrism);13

6. adopt multiple perspectives, including in-
terspecies perspectives, in thought and ac-
tion; and

7. weigh the impacts and responsibilities of 
knowledge toward action.

These relational epistemologies suggest 
patterned cultural differences in ways of 
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looking at and making sense of the world. 
Still, these dimensions may not be equal-
ly important for or shared by all Indige-
nous sciences and thus cannot be assumed 
to be valid across all Indigenous commu-
nities. Also, we recognize the extent to 
which many “Western” natural scientists 
have arrived at some of the same conclu-
sions. However, Western science rarely 
combines all of these dimensions in a co-
herent and intentional way.

As learning scientists, we are interested 
in what relational epistemologies look like 
in the context of knowledge and reasoning. 
Recently, we have partnered with the Amer-
ican Indian Science and Engineering Soci-
ety (aises) to explore the values and ori-
entations of professionally accomplished 
Native scientists and Native students pur-
suing stem degrees.14 Interviews with Na-
tive scientists and scholarship essays writ-
ten by Native stem students both highlight 
the persistent themes of giving back to the 
community and of education as a process 
of transformation. These students’ choices 
about what degree to pursue were motivat-
ed by both personal experience and the de-
sire to give back to their communities. They 
strive to acquire knowledge and tools gener-
ated from the sciences as a way to contrib-
ute to community needs and goals, based on 
principles of relationality, reciprocity, and 
responsibility commonly found in Indige-
nous knowledge systems.15 

Cultural comparisons can also reveal 
how Indigenous knowledge systems shape 
human epistemic actions and behaviors. 
Broadly speaking, we can make compari-
sons between Indigenous and non-Indig-
enous belief to see if there is a systematic 
variability in knowledge-building practic-
es and frameworks. We conducted inter-
views with parents and grandparents from 
Menominee and intertribal urban com-
munities as well as with non-Native par-
ents and grandparents, in which we asked: 

“What are the five most important things 
for your children (or grandchildren) to 
learn about the biological world?” and 
“What are four things that you would like 
your children (or grandchildren) to learn 
about nature?” Almost all the respondents 
expressed beliefs about the need to respect 
nature, but their perspectives differed. The 
European American respondents typical-
ly described nature as an external entity, 
saying things like, “I want my children to 
respect nature and know that they have a 
responsibility to take care of it.” In con-
trast, Native American adults were more 
apt to say that they want their children to 
understand that they are a part of nature.16 
The distinction between being a part of na-
ture versus apart from nature reflects qual-
itatively different models of the biological 
world and the position of human beings 
with respect to it.

This sharp difference in orientations is 
easily demonstrated through a quick Goo-
gle Image search of the term “ecosystem.” 
In one search, about 98 percent of the illus-
trations Google returned did not contain 
human beings and about half of the remain-
ing images depicted schoolchildren as ex-
isting outside the ecosystem (“observing 
it” through a magnifying glass, for exam-
ple).17 Despite the efforts of ecologists, en-
vironmental historians, and American In-
dian sciences and philosophies, the domi-
nant cultural view continues to suggest that 
people are not part of ecosystems. U.S. pol-
icies clearly reflect the belief that earth, en-
ergy, animals, and plants exist solely as re-
sources for human betterment. 

This divide has been a continual topic of 
interest in our research, which has focused 
on the broad question of cultural differ-
ences in orientations within and about the 
natural world among Indigenous and non- 
Indigenous peoples. We operate according 
to the axiom that peoples’ epistemologies 
are implicitly reflected in their words, ac-
tions, and interactions with others in spe-
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cific times and places, including the way 
in which they engage with the rest of na-
ture and with science.18 We will summa-
rize some of this work as a series of short 
and suggestive examples, acknowledging 
that our scholarship derives from leading 
Native scholars like Vine Deloria, Gregory 
Cajete, Oscar Kawagley, Linda Smith, and 
Manu Meyer, among many others. 

Our first example is a project in which we 
asked Menominee and non-Native fishing 
experts from the same area of rural Wis-
consin to sort names of local fish into sen-
sible groups. Non-Native experts tend to 
sort taxonomically (“these fish belong to 
the bass family”) while Menominee ex-
perts are more likely to sort ecologically 
(“these fish live in cool, fast moving wa-
ters”). Non-Native experts describe and 
value fish in terms of utility to human be-
ings (“good as baitfish”) while Menominee  
experts take a more ecosystem-based per-
spective, evidenced by such statements as 
“I don’t know much of anything about gar 
but they are important because everything 
has a role to play.”19

In a parallel study, we asked Menomi-
nee and European American hunters in 
the same part of rural Wisconsin to name 
the most important plants and animals in 
the forest, how they value each kind, and 
how important each kind is to the forest: 
a way of asking about their perception of 
relationships.20 Game animals were rated 
as equally important across communities, 
but Menominee hunters rated nongame an-
imals to be more important both for them-
selves and for the forest than did European 
American hunters. Menominee hunters of-
ten said that if something was important to 
the forest it was important to them. In other 
studies we found that Menominee children 
were more likely to spontaneously take the 
perspective of an animal than were their 
non-Native counterparts.21 

In one assessment of attention to con-
text, we simply asked rural Menominee 

and European American adults to tell us 
about the last time or a memorable time 
when they went fishing. Our dependent 
variable was the number of words spoken 
before the informant mentioned the goal 
(the fish). The median number of words Eu-
ropean Americans spoke before mention-
ing fish was twenty-seven; in contrast, for 
Menominee adults, “fish” was the eighty-
third word–a striking difference. In fact, 
the reason we had to use the median rath-
er than the mean is that several Menomi-
nee adults never got around to mentioning 
fish at all. Instead, they tended to describe 
the context (the weather, place, and who 
and what else was present) in detail. Infor-
mally, Menominee adults have told us that 
their goal in telling a story is to put a pic-
ture in the listener’s head, one that might 
allow listeners to obtain a first-person per-
spective on the entire scene. 

Such attention to context may be critical 
to sustainability efforts. In a Menominee 
community meeting we attended, the dis-
cussion turned to the role of research stud-
ies in forest-management proscriptions. 
Research studies were criticized for basing 
their findings on ideal growing conditions 
that “do not necessarily apply here because 
our soils are different and rely on rain, not 
watering.” Vandana Shiva has document-
ed how crops developed for “ideal” grow-
ing conditions can lead to profound en-
vironmental damage when farmers are 
forced to distort normal conditions to 
achieve these ideals by, for example, us-
ing unsustainable amounts of water.22

Indigenous sciences expand concepts 
of life, agency, and personhood. This phe-
nomenon manifests in children’s reason-
ing. For example, in a study of the core 
biological concept of life, we asked chil-
dren to identify what their elders thought 
was alive and what their science teacher 
thought was alive. Native children report-
ed that their elders considered rocks, wa-
ter, and the sun to be alive.23 Some dismiss 
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these differences simply by saying that the 
elders are wrong about rocks, water, and 
the sun because they are not, in fact, alive. 
A more open-minded alternative consid-
ers the possibility that the Indigenous el-
ders have a different conception of life, one 
that is generative from an ecological per-
spective since these so-called natural in-
animates play important roles in ecolog-
ical relationships.

In addition, Indigenous concepts of agen-
cy may define it in terms of relationships 
and communication rather than on tak-
ing humans as prototypical agentic beings 
and evaluating agency in terms of a sup-
posed index of human intelligence (such 
as brain size). For instance, from a West-
ern perspective, plants have little agency. 
This logic has arguably held back emerg-
ing research on plant abilities and intelli-
gence,24 as Western scientists now under-
stand that some plants can recognize and 
selectively favor kin and that many plants 
can signal the presence of threats.25 In line 
with the cultural differences we have de-
scribed, however, a study has shown that 
U.S. college undergraduates still deny that 
plants can recognize kin, while Panama-
nian Indigenous Ngöbe adults say they 
can. Despite significant differences, how-
ever, we also find points of commensura-
bility through which Western “science” 
might actually embrace multiple “scienc-
es.” Some branches of ecological scienc-
es and anthropology, for example, are ex-
panding their definitions of life even fur-
ther than what we have described here to 
understand interspecies relations and com-
munication, using ideas that have been cen-
tral to the relational epistemologies of In-
digenous peoples.26

We have investigated the values and prin-
ciples underpinning Indigenous sciences; 
what else do we want to highlight about In-
digenous methodologies? It is a common-
place that all good science starts with ob-

servation. Like Yogi Berra, who famously 
stated “You can observe a lot by just watch-
ing,” many people assume that observation 
is straightforward. Observation can pro-
duce empirical knowledge, though it is 
easy to forget that such knowledge–and 
indeed observation itself–is influenced by 
culture and social practice. In our research, 
we define observation as a rich multimod-
al practice, involving the simultaneous co-
ordination of attention, prior knowledge, 
and explanatory frameworks. Protocols 
and methods of observation are cultural-
ly inflected, as are the values about where 
and when to observe.27 For example, when 
asked whether porcupines help or harm 
the forest, non-Native hunters commonly 
noted that porcupines are destructive due 
to their habit of girdling and killing trees. 
Menominees know about this effect too, 
yet some viewed it positively, because tree 
death opens the forest up to light, which al-
lows smaller plants to grow, which in turn 
provides ground cover that helps main-
tain soil moisture. The Menominees’ wid-
er observational scope and understanding 
of causal links with porcupines’ behaviors 
enabled them to see porcupines as contrib-
utors to the forest when European Amer-
icans did not. Menominee understanding 
led them to differently value porcupines as 
members of the forest community. 

Many Indigenous communities use this 
type of dense observation to know, build re-
lationships with, and “story” the world.28 
Such communities are today creating Indig-
enous science, Indigenous political econo-
my, and Indigenous arts and humanities–
reflecting that Indigenous sciences are but 
one part of Indigenous knowledge sys-
tems. Ethnographic research with Indig-
enous-heritage Mexican and Guatemalan 
communities has led to the articulation of a 
useful framework–Learning by Observing 
and Pitching In (lopi)–that acknowledg-
es the central role of observation in learn-
ing. lopi, developed by Barbara Rogoff and 
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colleagues, accounts for understudied di-
mensions of learning, including who is seen 
as constituting community, how commu-
nities are organized, forms of communica-
tion, and the kinds of motives or goals indi-
viduals and groups have. Indigenous mod-
els of education, such as those described by 
lopi, are usually intergenerational and fo-
cus on contributing to community. In con-
trast, Western formal education typically 
segregates by age and stresses utilitarian 
individualism. We have built on the lopi 
framework to consider the role of land and 
more-than-human life in learning through 
observing. (We use the term “more-than-
human” instead of nonhuman in a rhe-
torical effort to break away from human/
nonhuman binaries in reasoning, to chal-
lenge anthropocentric worldviews, and 
to draw attention to multiplicities of life.) 
We view the practice of observation as be-
ing central to both Indigenous and West-
ern science, though they may be enacted in 
different ways or find points of agreement 
and overlap.

Science educators tend to describe ob-
servation in unidirectional terms, saying 
that humans observe the world around us. 
Indigenous sciences are more likely to ap-
proach observation using a systems per-
spective, remaining aware that while we 
observe the world around us, our relatives 
are also observing us. Humans live as part 
of a watchful world. Land, animals, plants, 
and other beings have agency and influ-
ence the structure of human interactions, 
most notably the movement of our bodies 
in relation to others. 

For generations, Indigenous communi-
ties and intellectuals have described the 
roles of motion, mobility, migration, and 
land in learning.29 Here, learning is con-
ceived as the work of collective knowledge 
production across generations in support of 
activities necessary for sustaining and pro-
moting life.30 Building on scholarship in 
Native sciences and perceptions of the en-

vironment,31 we suggest that walking rela-
tionships with land are important to knowl-
edge-making processes, especially when it 
comes to knowing the complex relations in 
ecosystems. Learning to “read” and “story” 
land–to make observations and develop  
explanations based on engaged observa-
tion–are critical ways of being in relation-
ship with the natural world.32 

In one study of this phenomenon, we in-
vited caregivers and young children to go 
on walks in forest preserves while wearing 
cameras to capture their walks. After collect-
ing the footage, we synchronized caregivers’ 
and children’s videos so that they were lay-
ered side by side. The individuals’ subjective 
views paired with the side-by-side synchro-
nized views allowed us to walk along with 
families and hear/see their stories. Through 
this multidimensional view, the structure 
of walks became apparent. Just as conver-
sations have turns of talk, Marin noticed 
turns of walking, or “ambulatory sequenc-
es,” which were observable in multiple fam-
ilies’ walks. In these sequences, families no-
ticed phenomena, asked questions, and sto-
ried their observations.33 

We have come to think about walking, 
reading, and storying land as one methodol-
ogy for making sense of physical and bio-
logical worlds.34 Storying land or obser-
vations of the lifeworld are iterative pro-
cesses. They coordinate attention with 
the development of preliminary theories 
and the search for evidence. These dimen-
sions are assembled through the layering 
of discursive, embodied, and ambulatory 
micropractices (questions and directives, 
pointing gestures, shifts in movement). 
They involve a kind of navigation in which 
people weave their way through emergent 
understandings of local phenomena. Cru-
cially, the land itself also acts in this pro-
cess. In forest walks, the trail one follows 
and the movement of walking are human 
decisions, but they are influenced by the 
contours of land and our feet feeling the 
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ground. Walking along a deer trail feels 
quite different from walking along a flood-
plain or a bike path, and what is available 
for observation differs across these con-
texts. The “where” and “when” of human 
activities makes a difference in observa-
tions. Place foundationally shapes human 
activity and figures centrally in the process 
of knowing.35 

Kimmerer develops an analogous theo-
ry about questions: we do not ask them in 
a vacuum, but in a context; what we ask, 
how, and when are all related.36 Asking 
questions about relations illuminates an-
swers that true-false questions may not. 
For instance, Kimmerer explores how re-
ciprocal mutualisms (or symbiosis) be-
tween algae and fungus can become invis-
ible in laboratory conditions that facilitate 
“optimal conditions” for each organism. 
In such conditions a scientist might focus 
on the growth and reproduction of the in-
dividual. Scientists have become increas-
ingly aware, however, that algae and fun-
gus have coevolved to the point that they 
cannot survive alone. A more appropri-
ate question might be how relationships 
themselves shape growth and adaptation. 

Indigenous sciences presume that knowl-
edge carries ethical obligations and respon-
sibilities. Relationality matters: it shapes 
who is doing the explaining, how they are ex-
plaining, to whom they are explaining, why 
they are trying to explain, and the impacts 
such explanations may have. The March 
for Science actively advocated for science 
for the public good, holding that science 
should be applied to policy and contrib-
ute to human life. The reliance on a prin-
cipled attitude toward science is valuable, 
but in specific instances, Western science 
continues to be conducted, shared, and 
used in ways harmful to Indigenous peo-
ples, including in legal attacks on Indige-
nous sovereignty.37 Any engagement with 
Indigenous sciences must recognize how 

Western “science” is historicized, cultured, 
and empowered in relation to Indigenous 
peoples’ ecological, political, economic, 
and social interests. At best, engagements 
among sciences will help achieve just and 
ecologically sustainable futures; at worst, 
they will perpetuate additional harms to 
Indigenous peoples.

Engagement with Indigenous scienc-
es requires the knower to recognize, culti-
vate, and support Indigenous peoples and 
their efforts to create thriving communities. 
Non-Indigenous scientists, policy-makers, 
and institutions (especially nation-state 
governments and educational institutions 
in their many forms) need to recognize the 
powerful historical accumulations and in-
stitutional structures that have consistent-
ly undermined Indigenous communities 
and ways of life. Engagement with Indige-
nous sciences will require commitment to 
transform processes that uphold and assert 
Western epistemic supremacy. Important-
ly, this is not intended to suggest that West-
ern epistemic practices have not been pro-
ductive or should not continue; rather, we 
object to the insistence on their singularity. 

Scholars of education are coming to un-
derstand the critical roles of identity and 
motivation in disciplinary learning, as well 
as the ways in which disciplinary identi-
ties are formed at very young ages. Learn-
ing environments must also make the shift 
to engage heterogeneous ways of knowing 
as foundational to learning.38 We are rais-
ing new generations of young people who 
will inherit some of the most challeng-
ing problems human communities have 
ever faced. We need new understandings 
of relations between humans as well as to 
more-than-humans and the lands and wa-
ters we dwell in. 

Humanity is receiving clear messages 
that our ways of doing are no longer sus-
tainable. Indeed, human responses, ad-
aptations, and reimaginings of interde-
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pendent relationships with, and respon-
sibilities to, the natural world may be the 
central challenge of the twenty-first cen-
tury and will figure centrally in the stories 
told to future generations.39 However, the 
kinds of relations between humans and 
other life forms, and the lands and waters 
we all dwell in, are yet to be determined 

and enacted in these stories. The role of the 
sciences in meeting the challenges, devel-
oping policy, and shaping the stories of the 
future is critical. But what sciences? Indig-
enous sciences may be critical in cultivat-
ing the just and sustainable futures that 
will be part of our survival.
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Hear Our Languages, Hear Our Voices: 
Storywork as Theory and Praxis in 
Indigenous-Language Reclamation

Teresa L. McCarty, Sheilah E. Nicholas, Kari A. B. Chew, 
Natalie G. Diaz, Wesley Y. Leonard & Louellyn White 

Abstract: Storywork provides an epistemic, pedagogical, and methodological lens through which to exam-
ine Indigenous language reclamation in practice. We theorize the meaning of language reclamation in di-
verse Indigenous communities based on firsthand narratives of Chickasaw, Mojave, Miami, Hopi, Mo-
hawk, Navajo, and Native Hawaiian language reclamation. Language reclamation is not about preserving 
the abstract entity “language,” but is rather about voice, which encapsulates personal and communal agen-
cy and the expression of Indigenous identities, belonging, and responsibility to self and community. Story-
work–firsthand narratives through which language reclamation is simultaneously described and practiced–
shows that language reclamation simultaneously refuses the dispossession of Indigenous ways of knowing 
and re-fuses past, present, and future generations in projects of cultural continuance. Centering Indigenous 
experiences sheds light on Indigenous community concerns and offers larger lessons on the role of language 
in well-being, sustainable diversity, and social justice. 

In 2007, following twenty-two years of Indigenous 
activism, the United Nations General Assembly ap-
proved the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (undrip). Among its provisions is the right 
of Indigenous peoples “to revitalize, use, develop and 
transmit to future generations their histories, lan-
guages, oral traditions, philosophies, writing systems 
and literatures.”1 This right goes unchallenged for 
speakers of dominant languages, but is systemati-
cally violated for speakers of Indigenous languages 
throughout the world. Of approximately seven thou-
sand known spoken languages, 50 to 90 percent are 
predicted to fall silent by century’s end. Two-thirds 
of those would be Indigenous languages.2 In these 
contexts, languages are not replaced but rather dis-



147 (2)  Spring 2018 161

McCarty, 
Nicholas, 
Chew, Diaz, 
Leonard & 
White

placed through policies designed to eradi-
cate linguistically encoded knowledges and 
cultural identifications with those associat-
ed with dominant-class ideologies. The re-
sult of state-sponsored linguicide–which 
novelist and postcolonial theorist Ngũgĩ wa 
Thiong’o has called “the linguistic equiv-
alent of genocide”3–is worldwide Indige-
nous-language endangerment. 

We take as foundational premises the in-
herent human right to learn, use, and trans-
mit a language of heritage and birth and the 
fact that linguistic diversity is an enabling 
resource for individuals and society. Howev-
er, more than universalist notions of linguis-
tic rights and the quantification of Indige-
nous-language endangerment, we valorize 
an enduring tradition of Indigenous per-
sistence in which linguistic diversity is the 
most reliable guide toward the future for In-
digenous peoples. As Mary Hermes and Kei-
ki Kawai‘ae‘a write, diverse Indigenous lan-
guages have persisted over many centuries, 
sometimes going “underground” during the 
most oppressive times; thus, it is ahistori-
cal to speak of reclamation as “new.”4 We 
foreground the possibilities inherent in a vi-
tal Indigenous-language reclamation move-
ment, which represents the forward-look-
ing legacy of the survivors of assimilation 
programs. Centering Indigenous experi-
ences sheds light on Indigenous communi-
ty concerns and offers broader lessons on 
the role of language in individual and com-
munal well-being, sustainable diversity, and 
social justice for all oppressed peoples. 

We develop three themes in this essay. 
First, we privilege what Stó:lō scholar Jo-ann  
Archibald calls storywork: experiential nar-
ratives that constitute epistemic, theoreti-
cal, pedagogical, and methodological lens-
es through which we can both study and 
practice language reclamation.5 As meth-
od, storywork provides data in the form of 
firsthand accounts6 through which to gain 
insight into the meaning of language recla-
mation in diverse Indigenous communities. 

Lumbee scholar Bryan Brayboy asserts the 
role of storytelling in theory building: “Lo-
cating theory as something absent from sto-
ries is problematic. . . . Stories serve as the 
basis for how our communities work.”7 
And Paul Kroskrity notes, Native storytell-
ing contains “an action-oriented emphasis 
on using . . . narratives for moral instruc-
tion, healing, and developing culturally rel-
evant tribal and social identities.”8 

Second, we distinguish between language  
and voice. Language, bilingual education 
scholar Richard Ruiz writes, “is general, 
abstract, and exists even when it is sup-
pressed”; in contrast, “when voice is sup-
pressed, it is not heard–it does not exist.”9 
Like Ruiz, we equate voice with agency; as 
the storywork that follows illuminates, this 
is not simply an intellectualized experience 
of identity (it is not about language in a gen-
eral or abstract sense), but an embodied ex-
perience of personal belonging and respon-
sibility. From this perspective we explore 
the ways in which language reclamation is 
part of larger Indigenous projects of resil-
ience, rediscovery, sovereignty, and justice. 

Third, we argue that language reclama-
tion is not about returning to an imagined 
“pure” form of an ancestral language. In-
stead we highlight the dynamic, multisit-
ed, heteroglossic, and multivocal character 
of Indigenous-language reclamation,10 un-
derscoring that the “success” of these ef-
forts must be locally defined but also ex-
ternally shared–a movement toward mo-
bilizing strategic new global alliances and 
protocols of collaboration.11

We first present five narrative accounts 
of language renewal: Chickasaw, Mojave, 
Miami, Hopi, and Mohawk. The narratives 
represent “story work in action”;12 in tell-
ing individual and communal journeys, each  
author demonstrates the significance of 
stories as empirically grounded cultural re-
sources for recovering and sustaining Indig-
enous knowledges and identities.13 We con-
clude with a final narrative that speaks to our 
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anchoring themes and the meaning of story-
work for Indigenous language reclamation.

Chikashshanompa’ is a Muskogean language 
spoken by less than fifty people, most of whom 
reside within the Chickasaw Nation in south- 
central Oklahoma. As Kari Chew relates, Chick-
asaw people consider Chikashshanompa’ a gift 
“with which to speak to each other, the land, the 
plants, the animals, and the Creator.”14 Though 
centuries of colonization have disrupted the con-
tinuity of intergenerational language transmis-
sion, the Chickasaw Nation is actively undertak-
ing a multipronged language reclamation effort.

The story of language loss and reclama-
tion in my family begins in 1837, when the 
U.S. government forced my great-great-
great-grandparents from their Southeast-
ern homelands to present-day Oklahoma. 
Their children, who attended English-lan-
guage boarding schools, were the last gen-
eration in my family to learn Chikashsha-
nompa’ as a first language. I was raised in 
Los Angeles, where my grandparents re-
located after leaving the Chickasaw Na-
tion. Though it was important to my fami-
ly to visit and maintain a connection “back 
home,” the language was not spoken or 
talked about among my relatives. 

I did not know my language as a child, but 
I believe it has always been within me–a 
gift from my ancestors and Creator–wait-
ing to be resurfaced. In my young adulthood, 
during a college internship with my tribe, 
I had my first opportunity to take a Chi-
kashshanompa’ class. It did not take long for 
the language–my language–to captivate 
my soul. One phrase I learned was, “Chi-
kashsha saya,” “I am Chickasaw.” Though I 
had said these words many times in English, 
they never fully conveyed my sense of who 
I was: saying them in Chikashshanompa’, I 
had finally found my voice. The experience 
inspired me to continue learning the lan-
guage and to use my education to support 
other Chickasaw people in their pursuit of 
language reclamation. 

Throughout my work, I have built rela-
tionships with Chickasaw people deeply 
committed to learning and teaching Chi-
kash shanompa’. One was Elder fluent 
speaker Jerry. While I knew Jerry as a pa-
tient and dedicated language teacher, he 
had not always been that way. For many 
years, Jerry was skeptical of younger gen-
erations’ interest in Chikashshanompa’ 
because he believed that the language was 
destined to perish with his generation. He 
asked those who approached him wanting 
to learn, “If I teach you, who are you go-
ing to speak to? There’s nobody else that 
speaks it and I’m not going to live forever.” 

In time, persistent language learners con-
vinced Jerry to teach them. Despite his ini-
tial reluctance, Jerry came to embrace lan-
guage work as his life’s calling. The young-
er people he taught were eager to learn and 
began to speak the language well. Seeing 
their dedication and progress made Jerry 
reconsider his perception of Chikashsha-
nompa’ as a “dying” language. He posed 
his question again: “If I weren’t here any-
more, who’s going to carry [Chikashsha-
nompa’] on?” But this time he had an an-
swer: the younger generations of commit-
ted language learners “would carry it on.” 

Coming from a family that did not “car-
ry” the language, I was thankful that Jerry 
wanted to give Chikashshanompa’ to learn-
ers of my generation. Not only did Jerry 
teach me Chikashshanompa’, he taught me 
about what language reclamation means: 
speaking the language proudly, and, most 
important, sharing it with others.

One of the ways Jerry envisioned sharing 
the language with future generations was 
through children’s books. Inspired by Jer-
ry, a small group of language learners and I 
created stories in Chikashshanompa’ with 
beginning and youth language learners in 
mind. I couldn’t wait to show Jerry our 
work. About two weeks before I planned 
to see him, however, I received news that 
Jerry had passed. 
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As I mourned the loss of a dear teach-
er, I thought also of the hope that Jerry 
held for the language. When I asked Jerry 
about what he thought would happen to 
the language during my lifetime, he said 
he foresaw a new generation of speakers. 
“Right now is just the beginning [of our 
language reclamation story],” he remind-
ed me. “There’s a lot more.” While I nev-
er had the chance to share our stories with 
Jerry, I know he would be proud to see lan-
guage learners sharing in his vision to give 
the language to emerging generations of 
Chika shsha nompa’ speakers.

Pipa Aha Macav, The People With the Riv-
er Running Through Their Body and the Land 
(the Mojave), trace their origins to Spirit Moun-
tain near present-day Needles, California. Mo-
jave is a Yuman language spoken by peoples in-
digenous to the southern California, Nevada, 
and Arizona desert. At Fort Mojave, there are 
approximately twenty tribal elders who learned 
Mojave as a first language. Natalie Diaz is one 
of a small group of young adults, parents, and 
youth who embarked on a journey to learn the 
Mojave language from the elders and to create a 
repository of language resources for future gen-
erations.

In Decolonising the Mind, Ngũgĩ wa Thi-
ong’o writes,“the most important area of 
domination was the mental universe of the 
colonized. . . .To control a people’s culture 
is to control their tools of self-definition in 
relationship to others.”15

Language negotiates the way I know my-
self–what I believe I am capable of, how I 
know myself in relationship to others, what 
I can offer others, what I deserve from oth-
ers in return. Language is where I am con-
structed as either possible or impossible.

To lose a language is to lose many things 
other than vocabulary. To lose a language 
is also to lose the body, the bodies of our 
ancestors and of our futures. What I mean 
is: Language is more than an extension of 
the body; it is the body, made of the body’s 

energy and electricity, developed to carry 
the body’s memories, desires, needs, and 
imagination. 

When a word is silenced, what happens 
to the bodies who spoke it? What happens 
to the bodies once carried in those erased 
words? 

When a verbal expression of love is 
crushed quiet, how long can the physical 
gesture of love continue in such oppres-
sive silence? How can the gesture answer 
if nobody calls out for it verbally? 

In Mojave, the word kavanaam, which car-
ries within it a very physical and caring ges-
ture, was lost. We didn’t know it was lost, 
since we’d never felt it, never had it offered 
to us or acted out upon us. This is a small 
story of how we returned to kavanaam–
first the word, and eventually the gesture. 

In a language class, an adult learner told 
our Elder teacher, who was her aunt, “I 
want to tell my son ‘I love you.’” Many of us 
had already heard the teacher’s reply: “Mo-
javes don’t have a phrase for ‘I love you.’” 
We were given this data by White linguists 
who had studied our language, and found it 
scribbled in their numerous notes. Studying 
a language differs greatly and dangerously 
from feeling a language. Luckily, the learner 
did not accept a White linguist’s detached 
“knowing” of a language built in a Mojave 
body and meant to be delivered onto anoth-
er Mojave body. The learner further shared 
that she’d never heard her father or moth-
er say they loved her. She didn’t want her 
experience to be her son’s inheritance. She 
needed to tell him she loved him, in his Mo-
jave language.

“What do you really want to say?” the 
teacher asked. 

Emotional beyond words, the learner 
answered in gesture, reaching her hands 
out as if her son were in front of her, then 
returning her hands back to her own body, 
pressing them to her chest. 

“Okay,” the Elder teacher said, “We have 
many ways to say this.” 
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And we learned those ways, none of 
which translated to “I love you.” Our ways 
were too urgent to fit within three small 
English words. 

This is how we found kavanaam. Later  
that evening, the learner stopped by my 
mother’s house, still wanting to process 
the emotional moment from class. She 
shared another story about the last time she 
and her sister saw her father; he was being 
wheeled into the emergency room. Her sis-
ter said again and again, “I love you, Dad.” 

He didn’t reply. He didn’t say, “I love you 
too.” Instead he reached out and pressed her 
arm repeatedly, squeezing his large hand 
around her forearm, wrist, and palm. 

After a moment, my mother responded, 
“He told your sister he loved her, just not 
with words.” 

My mother recounted how her mother, 
grandmother, and aunts pressed her and 
her siblings’ legs, shoulders, and arms, as 
babies in cradleboards and into their teens. 
My aunt pressed my great-grandmother’s 
body well past her hundredth birthday. 
This pressing was a gesture of care, of ten-
derness, a conversation between two Mo-
jave bodies, a way of saying that was more 
powerful than words.

The next morning, when I visited my El-
der teachers and told them this story, they 
remembered: kavanaam, to press the body. 
“I haven’t heard it in a long time,” my teach-
er said.

Mojaves didn’t say the English phrase 
“I love you,” but not because we did not 
feel tenderness. “I love you” meant little 
to us–how could we have trusted the En-
glish-language expression of love when its 
speakers had been so unloving to us, our 
human bodies, and the bodies of our earth 
and water? 

When we lost our languages, we lost many 
ways of expression. We did not speak the 
word kavanaam and shortly thereafter we 
ceased to gesture or enact it. We were al-
tered–our bodies were changed because the 

ways we knew to care for one another’s bod-
ies were changed. We couldn’t say the ten-
derness, and soon we began to believe our 
bodies did not deserve such tendernesses. 

American violence inflicted on Indige-
nous bodies, throughout history and to-
day, doesn’t define our capacity for ten-
derness. We found kavanaam where it had 
been waiting, in our bodies. We took back 
a part of our culture that held the Mojave 
way of perceiving ourselves and our rela-
tionship to the world. Yes, America has giv-
en us violence, and still we deserve tender-
ness–moreover, we are as capable of deliv-
ering it to one another as we are of receiving 
it from one another. 

To reclaim a language is many things, 
one of which is to regain the verbal and 
gestured language of tenderness and the 
autonomy to love ourselves.

myaamia–Miami–is a major dialect of 
Miami-Illinois, an Algonquian language spo-
ken by peoples indigenous to the Great Lakes re-
gion. Multiple forced relocations, first into what 
is now Kansas and later into Oklahoma (then 
called “Indian Territory”), left in their wake 
diaspora, language loss, and massive popula-
tion decline. Miami people today reside in forty- 
seven U.S. states, with approximately five thou-
sand citizens enrolled in the Miami Tribe of Okla-
homa and an estimated ten thousand more who 
may claim Miami or Illinois as a heritage lan-
guage. This is the context for myaamiaki eemam-
wiciki (Miami Awakening), a personal and com-
munity-based language and cultural reclamation 
process, described below by Wesley Leonard.

In his final State of the Nation address 
to the citizens of the Miami Tribe of Okla-
homa in 2007, my grandfather, akima 
waapimaankwa (Chief Floyd E. Leonard, 
1925–2008), called for tribal elders “to 
teach those who are rising up to become 
the elders of tomorrow” and recognized 
the “many middle-age and young people 
who are working hard to gain knowledge of 
[Miami] culture, language and traditions.” 
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He acknowledged how a series of histori-
cal ruptures created a situation in which 
contemporary Miamis often must actively 
seek tribal cultural knowledge and learn our 
language, myaamia, as a second language. 
These ruptures include the forced removal 
of part of the Miami community from trib-
al homelands in Indiana, U.S.-run boarding 
schools in which Native American children 
were not allowed to speak their tribal lan-
guages, and the nearly complete silence of 
myaamia to the point where linguistic sci-
ence erroneously labeled it “extinct.”16 In 
fact, we have been successful in bringing 
our language back into the community–a 
process that ironically began by applying 
tools of linguistic science to analyze archi-
val documentation of myaamia.

 By acknowledging both this history and 
the contemporary response, my grandfa-
ther referenced a core idea of my tribe and 
of other Native American groups, which is 
that the past informs the present and the 
present looks to the future (that is, today’s 
tribal youth will become elders). Appropri-
ately, within the archival documentation of 
myaamia was our language’s grammatical 
particle kati, which marks that something 
will occur. This gives us the grammar to talk 
about the future, including learning, speak-
ing, transmitting, and expanding myaamia 
in a way that aligns with changing Miami 
community needs and values.

My experience with wider society’s view 
of Native Americans and our many lan-
guages is that while nobody forgets the 
existence of the past (however inaccurate 
their accounts of it may be), the present 
and future are comparatively overlooked. 
While complex forces underlie this phe-
nomenon, many of them can be captured 
by one word: colonization. By extension, 
our response must be decolonization. To-
day’s Miami people are engaged in decol-
onization as we reclaim our language, not 
only by learning and speaking it, but also 
by identifying beliefs and practices that 

perpetuate colonial values and voicing al-
ternatives to them, which I will now do.

Much of my work focuses on educat-
ing about how colonialism relegates Na-
tive Amer ican languages and peoples to 
the past and thus doubly silences Native 
languages, first through policies that co-
erce communities to replace their languag-
es, and then through relegating those lan-
guages to “disappearing” or “extinct” sta-
tus even when they are still spoken. (The 
latter sometimes still occurs with myaamia, 
even though myaamiaataawiaanki noonki 
kaahkiihkwe–“we speak Miami today”–
and myaamiaataawiaanki kati.) Sadly, such  
erasure is frequently reinforced in academia 
despite its contemporary calls for inclusion, 
diversity, responsibility to communities, and  
broad inquiries into the arts and sciences.

In linguistics, my field of training, erasure 
can occur when linguists fervently docu-
ment “the last speakers” of Indigenous lan-
guages and frame this work around preser-
vation of the past rather than reclamation, 
which looks to the future. Though many 
linguists put significant effort into facilitat-
ing community language goals, this work 
tends to be marginalized within academia 
as superfluous or unnecessary in compari-
son with “pure” scientific work. Still worse 
is when community goals get removed from 
the discipline’s focus under the claim that 
“linguistics is the scientific study of lan-
guage,” a phrase that demonstrates a fail-
ure to recognize that Indigenous peoples’ 
engagement with science may offer episte-
mologies that can expand the scope of sci-
entific inquiry. For example, one myaamia 
language teacher defines language as “how 
a community connects to each other and 
how they express . . . themselves and their 
culture to each other.” By this definition, 
“community” becomes a vital part of lan-
guage, and, following my grandfather’s call, 
helping today’s young people become the 
elders of tomorrow becomes a central part 
of linguistic inquiry.
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Hopiit, the Hopi people, a kin-based matrilin-
eal society, are the westernmost Puebloans, re-
siding in their aboriginal lands in what is now 
northeast Arizona. Contemporary Hopi village 
life continues to revolve around a rich secular and 
ceremonial calendar, which is the mainstay of 
this cultural community. Nevertheless, the Hopi 
language is rapidly losing ground to English. Here 
Sheilah Nicholas relates her personal journey to 
recover Hopi, her language of birth.

“Um tsayniiqe paas Hopiningwu.” (“When 
you were a child, you were fully Hopi.”) My 
mother directed these words to me as she 
observed me struggle to carry on a Hopi 
conversation as an adult. I recall turning to 
English and defensively yet feebly respond-
ing, “I’m still Hopi.” My mother’s words 
struck deeply and produced an acute lin-
guistic insecurity. This brief linguistic ex-
change opened the floodgate to a critical 
consciousness about the intimate bond be-
tween language, culture, and identity and 
the profoundly affective nature of language. 

When my mother reiterated a similar 
comment on another occasion, I countered 
with my memory that it was she who ad-
vised me to “put away” my Hopi so I could 
do well in school; yet she was now subject-
ing me to comments I interpreted as ques-
tioning my Hopi identity. My defensive re-
tort was disrespectful, but she acknowl-
edged that she should have advised, “Pay 
um uuHopilavayiy enangni” (“Along with 
[learning to use English], continue with 
your Hopi language”). 

It would be many years before I would un-
derstand that I had misinterpreted her criti-
cal comments, which I perceived at the time 
as an assault on my cultural identity–how 
could a mother do this? Today, I acknowl-
edge she was rightfully perplexed about my 
struggle to speak Hopi; it was my first lan-
guage and I spoke it with ease as a child. My 
reinterpretation of her statement–“When 
you were a child, you were a fluent speaker 
of Hopi”–expressed her astonishment at 
my loss of fluency. Although initially pain-

ful, my mother’s words became the catalyst 
for my personal language reclamation jour-
ney–to assert that I have remained Hopi 
and to reclaim the ability to “describe the 
Hopi world, not only the physical in the 
sense of touch, sight, and hearing, but also 
mentally, intellectually, because the words 
conjure up . . . images that are not necessar-
ily borne out by reality.”17 These images al-
low us to visualize and conceptualize the 
ontological perspectives of the Hopi world 
held by our ancestors transported through 
time and language.

My journey was inspired by two ques-
tions: What happened to my Hopi? Could 
I claim a Hopi identity if I could no lon-
ger speak or think in Hopi? Mentors at the 
American Indian Language Development 
Institute propelled me forward in my jour-
ney of language reclamation. Akira Yama-
moto, in response to my first question, im-
parted hope, explaining that Hopi acquired 
in childhood still resided in the deep recess-
es of my mind and body; I only needed to 
“pull it up and out.” Emory Sekaquaptewa, 
also my clan uncle, provided the vehicle for 
my reculturalization: literacy instruction. 
While this journey has been an immense 
undertaking, the outcomes include recla-
mation of cultural identity and belonging, 
return and reconnection, responsibility and 
reciprocity, self-empowerment and self-de-
termination, persistence–the right to re-
main Hopi–and agency and voice. For the 
most part, this was a solitary journey to rec-
tify my “responsibility” to my children by 
ensuring that a strong cultural and linguis-
tic foundation is there for them when they 
are ready to seek it out. This responsibility 
extends to the grandchildren I hope to have. 
A useful analogy for this pursuit is the emer-
gency instructions on a passenger aircraft–
you need to place the oxygen mask on your-
self before assisting others. I cannot hope 
to foster Hopi reculturalization in my chil-
dren and grandchildren if I have not taken 
the first steps myself.
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This journey brings a profound under-
standing of the Hopi expression “Hak so’on- 
qa nimangwu” (“One always returns home”), 
referring to the journey to elderhood and 
onward toward spiritual eternity. Many in-
dividuals in my parents’ and grandparents’ 
generation who guided me to this milestone 
have passed on; now it is my generation to 
which the younger generations will look for 
guidance. My journey led me back home to 
undertake the responsibilities of Hopilavay-
naa’aya (attending to the Hopi language), 
and now of becoming family matriarch. I do 
not view these processes as separate. Both 
my ongoing work with community lan-
guage practitioners and preparation for as-
suming the role of matriarch led me to rees-
tablish connections in our Hopi world and 
refurbish my mother’s house in our mater-
nal village, thus preparing a cultural place 
for our family to return to when they begin 
their journey homeward. In the Hopi per-
spective, this trajectory of reclamation is 
embedded in the Hopi word itumalmakiwa, 
“my lifework.”

Kanien’ke:ha–Mohawk, a Dutch barbari-
zation of an Algonquian term–is a Northern 
Iroquoian language spoken by peoples indige-
nous to what is now upstate New York, south-
ern Quebec, and eastern Ontario. As Louellyn 
White relates, the Indigenous self-referential 
term is Kanien’keha:ka, People of the Place of 
the Flint. The Akwesasne Freedom School about 
which she writes grew out of activist efforts de-
termined to prepare Kanien’keha:ka children in 
the ways of their culture. The school remains one 
of the leading Indigenous language immersion- 
revitalization programs today.

“You’re Onkwehon:we18 just like me!” said 
my three-year-old son to his daycare teach-
er. She’s a Kanien’keha:ka substitute teach-
er from the community of Kahnawà:ke. He 
continued to tell her about “bad pipelines” 
and how they were going to “poison the 
water and hurt all the Onkwehon:we.” I 
didn’t think he paid much attention to my 

rants about the controversial oil pipeline 
under construction near the Standing Rock 
Sioux reservation19 until he made his own 
“black snake”20 by taping together empty 
paper towel rolls to resemble the pipeline 
and loudly sang out in English and Lakota, 
“WATER IS LIFE . . . MNI WICONI!” 

It was a proud moment knowing my 
son was connecting to our language, Ka-
nien’ke:ha, and understanding our rela-
tionships and responsibilities to the nat-
ural world. I had been consciously trying 
to use our heritage language at home as 
much as I could, which was in part a push-
back against the French he was learning at 
daycare (I had migrated back to the North-
east after many years away and landed in 
French-speaking Quebec). I figured if he 
was going to learn French, I had better 
teach him what I could of Kanien’ke:ha 
too. So at bedtime I tell him about Creation 
and the story of Skywoman. He’s trying to 
make sense of himself when he says things 
like: “I came from the Sky” and makes up 
songs about “Onkwehon:we dogs” or 
“Onk  wehon:we trucks” and Son kwiatisu 
(Creator). So, in this way, my own jour-
ney in language and identity reclamation 
is reflected through my son’s journey. Like 
most Kanien’keha:ka, I don’t know how to 
speak or understand much of our language, 
but I’m making a conscious effort to pass 
on what I can in hopes my son will grow up 
with a stronger sense of self and cultural 
identity as Onkwehon:we than I did. Our 
journey of language reclamation goes be-
yond the mechanisms of language as com-
munication and honors the ways that lan-
guage encapsulates culture and identity.

I grew up in the homeland of the Ka-
nien’keha:ka in the Mohawk Valley of cen-
tral New York. Born to a mother of Euro-
pean descent and a Kanien’keha:ha father 
with roots in the community of Akwesas-
ne,21 my upbringing lacked a strong cul-
tural and linguistic connection to my In-
digenous heritage. My father wasn’t a flu-
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ent speaker of our language but he always 
made sure I knew my family in Akwesasne 
and I try to do the same for my son. My 
parents split before I was born, so growing 
up as the only Native in a dirt-poor house-
hold full of non- Native half-siblings wasn’t 
easy. The burdens of poverty, abuse, and 
dysfunction compounded those of being 
mixed and were often difficult to bear; 
there was never enough of this, always too 
much of that. Over the years those burdens 
were made lighter and my connection to 
my identity stronger due in part to the re-
search I conducted with the Akwesasne 
Freedom School,22 a pre-K through ninth-
grade school with a Mohawk-immersion 
curriculum, long before my son was born. 

Accurate estimates of Kanien’ke:ha flu-
ent speakers are hard to come by. Some 
claim that out of seven Kanien’keha:ka 
communities within the geopolitical bor-
ders of the United States and Canada, con-
stituting a population of about twenty-five 
thousand, 10 percent are fluent speakers.23 
Even though the language is currently spo-
ken by all generations in some communi-
ties, it remains vulnerable. Thus, I became 
an advocate for Indigenous language recla-
mation through my work, which also led me 
back home to my community and helped 
strengthen my family connections and sense 
of belonging. 

During my research on the intersections 
of language and identity within the Akwe-
sasne Freedom School community, I was 
on a parallel path of learning my heritage 
language and culture, building communi-
ty, and developing a stronger sense of my 
own identity. As this process unfolded, I 
struggled with the existential questions of 
life’s meaning. I attempted to shift my fo-
cus from my personal struggles with iden-
tity to one of a higher purpose of under-
standing from a Kanien’keha:ka perspec-
tive. I still struggle with the uneasy feelings 
that accompany the balancing act of grow-
ing up without a strong cultural founda-

tion, but through my ongoing work with 
language and cultural reclamation I have 
found my way home and feel closer to 
where I belong.

It’s my responsibility as Onkwehon:we 
to pass on cultural values to my son so he 
grows up with a strong sense of who he is, 
where he comes from, and where he’s go-
ing. I have the same difficulties as any par-
ent, but I know he’s embodying what it 
means to be Onkwehone:we when he asks 
for the story of Skywoman at bedtime and 
he’s learning about his responsibility to 
care for the earth when he sings lullabies 
to the spiders he finds hiding in our house 
and talks about Standing Rock. After I told 
him that the pipeline might be rerouted 
away from Standing Rock, he said, “Yay, I 
get to drink more water! But, are they going 
to build it near the elephants, the bugs, and 
the animals? They need water too.” 

We come to our final question: How can 
storywork help build a theory of language 
reclamation in practice? Stories and story-
telling are central to “explaining and the-
ory-building,” Ananda Marin and Megan 
Bang maintain.24 Theories through stories 
“are roadmaps for our communities and re-
minders of our individual responsibilities 
to the survival of our communities,” Bryan 
Brayboy emphasizes.25 The stories shared 
here possess explanatory power; when we 
“hear our languages, hear our voices,” we 
gain insight into what language reclama-
tion means in diverse Indigenous commu-
nities and for individual community mem-
bers. Storywork provides both a theory and 
a guide for praxis.

It is clear from this storywork that lan-
guage reclamation is about much more than 
matters purely linguistic; as Wesley Leon-
ard notes for myaamia, language reclama-
tion is not about preserving the past, but 
rather using accumulated wisdom to in-
form present action and future planning. 
Language reclamation is soulful work; as 
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Kari Chew relates her initial encounters 
in a Chikashshanompa’ language class, 
“It did not take long for the language–my 
language–to captivate my soul.” Language 
reclamation is also embodied work, as re-
flected in Natalie Diaz’s account of finding 
kavanaam, love, “where it had been waiting 
for us,” in Mojave gestures of tenderness 
and care. On the surface level we “know” 
we are Chickasaw, Mojave, myaamia, Hopi, 
Kanien’keha:ka, but, as the stories show, 
feeling that identity is deeply experiential. 
This speaks to a common metaphor in lan-
guage reclamation research and practice: 
“We are our language.”26

Language reclamation is both individu-
al and communal–a personal yet commu-
nity-oriented responsibility, Sheilah Nich-
olas relates. “I was on a parallel path of . . . 
building community and a stronger sense 
of my own identity,” Louellyn White re-
flects. “Though I had said ‘I am Chickasaw’ 
many times in English,” Chew stresses,  
saying those words in Chikashshanompa’, 
“I felt I had finally found my voice.” Lan-
guage reclamation is thus a journey of be-
longing, of restoring hope for cultural con-
tinuance by connecting youth and parents 
with the knowledge and wisdom of elders. 
Finally, language reclamation is decoloniz-
ing; it both refuses the dispossession of In-
digenous ways of knowing and being,27 
and re-fuses and reconnects, pointing “a 
way home.” 

We close with a story from Teresa McCarty, 
a non-Indigenous scholar-educator and “allied 
other”28 in this work.

What I share here grows out of teach-
ings learned in the context of collaborative 
work over many years with Indigenous ed-
ucators, communities, and schools. One of 
those teachers was a Navajo Elder, Doro-
thy Secody, whom I met early in my work 
on a bilingual-bicultural curriculum devel-
opment project at the Diné (Navajo) Rough 
Rock Demonstration School. “If a child 

learns only English,” Mrs. Secody said in 
Diné, “you have lost your child.” 

Those words have stayed with me over 
the years. Indigenous-language reclama-
tion is multifaceted; there are many path-
ways, as we see in the stories shared here 
and in accounts of language reclamation 
throughout the world. At the heart of these 
efforts is an intense desire and commit-
ment not to “lose” the next generation–
or the next, or the next–and to strength-
en intergenerational connections through 
the ancestral language. 

More than thirty years after Mrs. Secody 
spoke those words, a colleague and I were 
visiting an Indigenous Hawaiian-language 
immersion school, one of many Hawai-
ian schools dedicated to Indigenous-lan-
guage reclamation. On the day of our vis-
it, a nine-month-old child had just been en-
rolled in the infant and toddler program. As 
the teacher cradled the sleeping child in her 
arms, she explained that the infant-toddler 
program prepares children for the Pūnana 
Leo or “language nest” preschool. Once 
children reach preschool, “it only takes a 
few months for them to become fluent” in 
Hawaiian, she said. The infant-toddler pro-
gram is “like yeast,” we were told, provid-
ing the initial leavening for this rapid lan-
guage development. 

And so, as we listened and were guid-
ed through the school, I couldn’t help but 
think back to the words of Dorothy Secody 
those many years ago. I wondered, what 
language and education trajectory awaits 
this young child, just launched on her first 
day of school?

If she is like other students we met at 
this school, she will go on to complete her 
entire pre-K–12 education there. The stu-
dents in her classes will be peers she has 
known since infancy. “They are like fam-
ily,” a teacher told us as she looked out on 
her ninth-grade class. In her pre-K–12 ed-
ucation, I imagine this child will come to 
appreciate, in a profound way, a lesson we 
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heard repeatedly expressed by older stu-
dents: “One of the most important things 
we value is our genealogy.” 

As the young child helps tend the gar-
dens that produce food for the school, she 
will learn not only ethnobotany and the 
scientific language for traditional plants, 
but reciprocity; responsibility; belonging-
ness; a sense of place; and respect for the 
land, the people, and the language. Those 
lessons were brought home to us by a se-
nior when we asked about her postgrad-
uation plans. “I want to start a Hawaiian 
photography business,” she told us. What 
motivated that career choice, we asked? 
Without hesitation, she replied: “I’m just 
trying to give back to my community and 
revitalize our language.” 

To rephrase Dorothy Secody’s point, with 
which I began: If a child learns her ancestral 

language, you have strengthened the links 
to countless generations–those who have 
passed, those present, and those to come.

Nearly twenty years ago Sam No‘eau 
Warner, a Hawaiian-language scholar, 
educator, and activist, reminded us that 
language issues are “always people issues 
. . . inextricably bound to the people from 
whom the language and culture evolved.” 
Language reclamation is not about saving a 
disembodied thing called language, he in-
sisted. Rather, it is about voice, community 
building, wellness, equality, self-empow-
erment, and hope. We leave readers with 
this broader lesson of language reclama-
tion–a lesson, Warner emphasized, that 
contains within it the seeds of transforma-
tion and “social justice for all.”29
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