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ABSTRACT

This dissertation undertakes a comparative analysis of three Montana novels: Debra
Magpie Earling’s The Lost Journals of Sacajewea (2023), James Welch’s Fools Crow (1986),
and Ivan Doig’s Dancing at the Rascal Fair (1987) to examine how these novels, whose
characters converge in the Two Medicine region, reflect Montana as a borderland and liminal
space. The Lost Journals of Sacajewea claims rhetorical sovereignty by centering Sacajewea’s
voice as she traverses the upper Missouri and Yellowstone regions in her early life and during the
Corps of Discovery, highlighting the complexities of survivance (Gerald Vizenor) and reclaiming
Montana regions as Indigenous space. Fools Crow situates the late 1860s Montana Territory as a
contested zone marked by Blackfeet/Pikuni survival amid colonial encroachment, foregrounding
Indigenous negotiations of identity and belonging in the face of colonial dispossession. Dancing
at the Rascal Fair chronicles the experiences of Scottish immigrants in the Two Medicine
country, exploring how settler communities navigate the realities of colonial settlerism. Guided
by the following research questions: (1) How do these novels represent Montana as a borderland
and liminal space? (2) In what ways do their protagonists and communities negotiate identity,
belonging, and survivance or survival in these liminal spaces? (3) What does a comparative,
anticolonial, borderlands-theory-driven reading reveal about the intersections and divergences of
Native and settler experiences in Montana? The dissertation synthesizes and critiques
mainstream borderlands theory (Gloria Anzaldia’s mestiza consciousness and nepantla) and
Indigenous epistemologies, drawing on the work of seminal scholars, including Gerald Visenor,
Jodi Byrd, Vine Deloria Jr., Scott Richard Lyons, Mishuana Goeman, and others, to develop an
anticolonial literary criticism. No existing scholarship directly compares Fools Crow, Dancing at
the Rascal Fair, and The Lost Journals of Sacajewea through this theoretical framework. The
dissertation’s original contribution lies in its synthesis of Indigenous and mainstream borderlands
theory, its comparative analysis of Earling and Welch alongside Doig, and its insistence on the
ethical and political stakes of reading Montana’s borderlands literature through an anticolonial
lens. Ultimately, the study reveals both intersections of shared experiences, particularly regarding
land, memory, narrative authority, and the complex dynamics of the Montana borderlands.
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CHAPTER ONE

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

Overview

The central research questions guiding this study are: How do Fools Crow, Dancing at
the Rascal Fair, and The Lost Journals of Sacajewea represent and reflect Montana as a
borderland and liminal space, both physically and culturally? In what ways do the novels’
protagonists and communities negotiate identity, belonging, and survival or survivance in these
liminal spaces? What does a comparative, anticolonial,! borderlands-theory-driven reading of
these novels reveal about the intersections and divergences of Native and settler experiences in
Montana? This dissertation’s original contribution lies in its synthesis of Indigenous and
mainstream borderlands theory, its comparative analysis of Welch and Doig, and its insistence
on the ethical and political stakes of reading Montana’s borderlands literature through an
anticolonial lens. No existing scholarship directly compares Fools Crow, Dancing at the Rascal
Fair, and The Lost Journals of Sacajewea through this theoretical framework.

The historical context of Montana’s borderlands is indispensable to this analysis.
Montana's twelve Indigenous Nations, seven Reservations, and the landless Nation of Little
Shell, have inhabited these lands for time immemorial, shaping and being shaped by the region’s

rivers, mountains, and prairies. Colonial settlerism and the imposition of the U.S.-Canada border,

!'Craig S. Womack, Red on Red: Native American Literary Separatism (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1999), vi, 3—4, 14; Jace Weaver, That the People Might Live: Native
American Literatures and Native American Community (New York: Oxford University Press,
1997), 43—45; Robert Warrior, Tribal Secrets: Recovering American Indian Intellectual
Traditions (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), xiii, 1, 7-8.
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the Removal and Reservation era, the Homestead and Dawes Act, the Allotment and
Assimilation era, the rise and fall of the fur trade, the violence of gold rushes and railroad
expansion, and the ongoing extraction of coal, oil, and timber have all transformed the region’s
social and ecological landscapes. The literature of Montana’s borderlands is thus inseparable
from histories of dispossession, resistance, adaptation, and resurgence. As Ryan Hall insists,
Montana borderlands should be understood not as abstract spaces of hybridity or liminality, but
as sites of Indigenous agency, sovereignty, and boundary-making.>

Given that this dissertation’s comparative literary analysis operates within the ongoing
structures of settler colonialism, which engages with texts, archives, and interpretive frameworks
shaped by colonial histories, it is more accurate and ethically responsible to describe its work as
anticolonial rather than decolonial. This methodological choice is further anchored in the work of
Indigenous literary critics who advocate for anticolonial approaches that center Indigenous
sovereignty, survivance, and the reclamation of intellectual traditions.® Craig Womack, for
instance, calls for a criticism “that emphasizes Native resistance movements against colonialism,
confronts racism, discusses sovereignty and self-determination, and is grounded in the
intellectual traditions of Native communities,” while foregrounding the importance of
community, survivance, and the recovery of tribal intellectual traditions as acts of anticolonial
agency. Thus, this dissertation’s framework is anticolonial in its commitment to critique,

resistance, and the centering of Indigenous intellectual sovereignty within, rather than outside or

2 Ryan Hall, Beneath the Backbone of the World: Blackfoot People and the North American
Borderlands, 1720-1877 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2020), 4-5, 7-9, 13.

3 Womack, Red on Red, vi, 3—4, 14; Weaver, That the People Might Live, 43—45; Warrior, Tribal
Secrets, xiii, 1, 7-8.
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beyond, the structures of colonial power. This dissertation models an ethically comparative
approach that values the complexity of settler identities and experiences in Montana’s
borderlands while centering Indigenous sovereignty, survivance, and the ongoing realities of
settler colonialism. By drawing on leading scholarship in borderlands theory, Indigenous studies,
and critical settler studies, it demonstrates how both settler and Indigenous narratives can be
placed in meaningful dialogue without collapsing their differences or reinscribing colonial
hierarchies.

The Lost Journals of Sacajewea, Fools Crow, and Dancing at the Rascal Fair are the
primary texts through which this dissertation explores the anticolonial, comparative, and ethical
dimensions of Montana’s borderlands. It is within this fraught terrain that the literary kinship of
Debra Magpie Earling (Bitterroot Salish), James Welch (Blackfeet/Gros Ventre), and Ivan Doig
(Scottish-American) emerges as both a product and a reflection of Montana’s borderlands. Debra
Magpie Earling’s The Lost Journals of Sacajewea focuses on nineteenth-century colonial
exploration for expansion and capital growth and offers immersive depictions of dehumanizing
female Indigenous realities, which expands to the relevance of present issues such as the Missing
and Murdered Indigenous Women and People (M.M.L. W./M.M.L.P.) epidemic in Reservations
border regions.*Welch’s Fools Crow (1986), a novel set among the Blackfeet Nation during

early settler colonialism and the years leading up to the Bear River Massacre,’ explores

% Urban Indian Health Institute, “Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls Report,”
2019; Montana Department of Justice, “Montana Missing Indigenous Persons Task

Force,” https://dojmt.gov/mmip-home/.

> The Blackfeet community prefer to refer to what some call the “Marias” or “Baker’” Massacre
in 1870 to the Bear River Massacre. There are multiple reasons for this preference including the
colonial remapping which took place when Lewis and Clark renamed what the Blackfeeto called
the Bear River for time immemorial to the “Marias River”. Calling it the “Baker Massacre



https://dojmt.gov/mmip-home/?utm_source=you.com
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Indigenous agency and surveillance, which also reflect in current issues in Montana’s border
regions and beyond. Doig’s Dancing at the Rascal Fair (1987), which chronicles the struggles of
Scottish immigrants in the same region, offers insight into the complexity of settler identity in
relation to myths of the ‘open” American West. Together, these texts offer uneven yet divergent
narratives of survival, belonging, and transformation. Doig and Welch’s personal and
professional relationship, which was rooted in mutual respect and a shared commitment to
rendering Montana’s plural histories, serves as a cross-cultural literary bridge, inviting a
comparative reading that foregrounds both the intersections and the limits of dialogue across
difference. Welch’s mentorship and influence on Earling’s work offer insight into the wave of
Indigenous authors challenging the literary landscape and myths of the American West. The
three novels converge in the Two Medicine region of Montana, the Backbone of the World, to
offer a cacophony®of voices to the liminal spaces of its border regions. The Two Medicine
country, the Rocky Mountain Front, and the Bear River (now referred to as the Marias River in
most colonial maps) have become a site of both connection and contestation, a borderland in
which histories overlap and diverge.

The structure of this dissertation reflects its comparative, theory-driven approach. The

introduction situates Montana as a historical and cultural borderland, introduces the primary

illudes to the possibility of honoring the soldier Lt. Baker, for his horrific and disgusting choices
he made that day instead of honoring the preference of those whose ancestors we murdered that
day. Mark Ratledge, "2010 Bear River (Baker—Marias) Massacre Memorial," The Buffalo Post,
February 23, 2010, reprinted in Glacier Reporter, March 10, 2010; Briggeman, Kim. . 2020., Jan
22 "Commemoration Honors 'Ancestral Memories' of Baker Massacre on the

Marias." Missoulian. https://www.proquest.com/newspapers/commemoration-honors-ancestral-
memories-baker/docview/2343358576/se-2.

¢ Jodi A. Byrd, The Transit of Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2011), xx.



texts, Doig, Welch, and Earling, and outlines the theoretical framework. Chapter One elaborates
the theoretical foundations, foregrounding borderlands theory alongside Indigenous
epistemologies and mapping its intersections and tensions with mainstream models of
borderlands theory. Chapter Two discusses Federal and state Law in conjunction with settler
colonialism within Montana’s physical border regions and history, highlighting border regions,
boarding schools, and pivotal moments in Montana’s histories. Chapters Three and Four offer a
close reading of The Lost Journals of Sacajewea and Fools Crow, analyzing their representations
of survivance and Indigenous cosmology against settler mappings. Chapter Four analyzes
Dancing at the Rascal Fair through the complexities of settler identity and rural belonging.
These chapters will highlight points of intersection and divergence and reflect on the ethical
stakes of reading Native and settler narratives together. The conclusion summarizes the
dissertation’s findings, articulates its contributions to scholarship, and suggests directions for
future research and pedagogy.

When we explore how systems of power continually mobilize racialized, rural,
disempowered, and immigrant bodies to advance imperial objectives, we can work to unravel
those systems’ complexities and therefore potentially gain a common vantage point, a common
ground. As Patrick Wolfe argues, settler colonialism operates through a “logic of elimination”
that seeks not only to erase Indigenous presence but to establish and maintain a new colonial
society on seized land; this invasion is “a structure not an event.”’” The characters examined in

this dissertation are all, in various, dynamic, and uneven ways, subjected to the pervasive

7 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide
Research 8, no. 4 (2006): 387-88.
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violence of this system—whether through overt acts of dispossession, forced removal, and
assimilation, or through more insidious forms such as misinformation, miseducation, and the
false promise of “opportunity.” These forms of violence are not always spectacular or
immediate; as Rob Nixon theorizes, they often manifest as “slow violence”—*“a violence that
occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time
and space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all.”® Moreover,
following Achille Mbembe’s concept of necropolitics, settler colonial regimes wield the
sovereign power to determine “who matters and who does not, who is disposable and who is
not,” producing “death-worlds” in which entire populations are rendered vulnerable to social and
physical death.” Though the concepts of slow violence and necropolitics are not central to this
dissertation, we cannot ignore the implications; some characters may fare better than others, but
all remain marked by disenfranchisement, anger, and the unfulfilled promises of a colonial order
designed for erasure and replacement. The uneven outcomes experienced by these characters
underscore the enduring, structural nature of settler colonial violence and its capacity to shape
lives across generations. With this in mind, I seek to explore and honor Indigenous
epistemologies, agency, and voice while revealing colonial systems of power hidden beyond the
settler consciousness and ideologies, rendering each story true though ultimately unequal, where

colonial power tries to systemically erase, and the other is exploited.

8 Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2011), 2.
? Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” Public Culture 15, no. 1 (2003): 27, 39
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Against this backdrop of mainstream borderlands theory, most notably Gloria Anzaldta’s
Borderlands/La Frontera (1987),'° Mary Louise Pratt’s “Arts of the Contact Zone” (1991),!!
Walter Mignolo’s “border thinking” (2000),'?> and Homi Bhabha’s Third Space and hybridity '
have profoundly shaped literary and cultural studies, emphasizing hybridity, liminality, and
cultural negotiation. Anzaldia’s “new mestiza consciousness” theorizes the borderlands as a site
of psychic and cultural transformation. The metaphor of the border as “una herida abierta” (“an
open wound”) is a site of ongoing pain, psychic unrest, and cultural collision. At the same time,
her concept of nepantla deepens this by describing the borderlands as a liminal, in-between space
of discomfort, transformation, and creative possibility.'*

Pratt’s “contact zones” and Mignolo’s “border thinking” further elaborate the dynamics
of transculturation and the challenge to Eurocentric epistemologies.'> Bhabha’s notion of the
“Third Space” further complicates the borderland by emphasizing hybridity as a site of cultural
negotiation and transformation, where fixed identities are unsettled and new forms of
subjectivity emerge.!¢ Classical theories of liminality, as articulated by Arnold van Gennep in

The Rites of Passage (1960) and Victor Turner in The Ritual Process (1969), provide a

10 Gloria E. Anzaldta, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San Francisco: Aunt Lute
Books, 1987), 1-25.

' Mary Louise Pratt, “Arts of the Contact Zone,” Profession (1991): 33—40.

12 Walter D. Mignolo, “The Many Faces of Cosmo-polis: Border Thinking and Critical
Cosmopolitanism,” Public Culture 12, no. 3 (2000): 721-48.

13 Homi K. Bhaba, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994).

14 Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 36-39; Anzaldta, Borderlands/La Frontera, 77-91

15 Walter D. Mignolo, Local Histories/Global Designs (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2000), 1-20; Pratt, “Arts of the Contact Zone,” 34-36; Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel
Writing and Transculturation (London: Routledge, 1992), 6-9.

16 Bhabha, The Location of Culture.
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foundational vocabulary for thinking about thresholds, transitions, and the “betwixt and
between.”!’

However, when applied uncritically to Indigenous and colonial contexts, liminality can
become a tool of abstraction, obscuring the violence and specificity of borderlands as lived,
contested spaces.'® This dissertation, therefore, situates mainstream and classical theories as a
platform from which Indigenous frameworks argue for an anticolonial approach that centers
sovereignty, survivance, and ethical stakes of comparison. !’

Achille Mbembe’s scholarship on necropolitics and Rob Nixon’s “slow violence” deepen
the metaphor of the borderlands as “open wounds.”?* Together, they illuminate how colonial
power structures these spaces to “let die”! through gradual, often invisible forms of attritional
harm?? that disproportionately target Indigenous and marginalized communities. As Mbembe
theorizes, borderlands and extraction zones become “death-worlds” where legal abandonment
and state-sanctioned violence render certain populations perpetually vulnerable. In contrast, Rob

Nixon’s concept of slow violence foregrounds the cumulative, dispersed destruction wrought by

environmental degradation and legal neglect. Together, these frameworks reveal how the

'7 Arnold van Gennep, The Rites of Passage (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960), 1-15;
Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (Chicago: Aldine, 1969), 94—
113.

18 Byrd, The Transit of Empire, 20-22.

19 Nora Barry, “‘A Myth to Be Alive’: James Welch’s Fools Crow,” MELUS 17, no. 1 (March 1,
1992): 3-20, https://doi.org/10.2307/467320.

Arnold Krupat, “Fools Crow, Uncle Eli, and the Art of History,” Western American Literature
23, no. 1 (1988): 3—19; Robert F. Gish, “Word Medicine: Storytelling and Magic Realism in
James Welch’s Fools Crow,” American Indian Quarterly 14, no. 4 (1990): 349—62; Noreen
Groover Lape, West of the Border (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2000) 201-15.

20 Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera, 77-91

2 Mbembe, Necropolitics.”

22 Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor.
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borderland’s wounds are continually reopened and sustained through both spectacular and
insidious forms of violence, as seen in the MMIP crisis and what Allison Hargreaves, Marie
Chase, and Adrienne Johnson identify as extraction sacrifice zones.?* In the context of
borderlands theory, extraction sacrifice zones function as “open wounds,” spaces where the
violence of extraction and the slow, attritional harms of environmental and legal neglect are
continually inflicted on Indigenous lands and bodies. These zones exemplify the intersection of
necropolitics, slow violence, and settler colonialism?*, making visible the ongoing processes of
dispossession, abandonment, and resistance that define the rural borderlands of Montana and the
Northern Plains.

At the heart of this study are five core Indigenous scholars whose work provides the
theoretical foundation for an anticolonial reading of Montana’s borderlands. Gerald Vizenor’s
(Anishinaabe, White Earth Nation, Minnesota Chippewa Tribe) concept of “survivance,” a
conceptual blend of survival and resistance, articulates the active, creative presence of
Indigenous peoples who refuse victimary and erasure and instead enact stories of continuity,

irony, and transformation.?® Vizenor’s “postindian” identity and trickster discourse further

23 Allison Hargreaves, “Gendered Necropolitics and the MMIP Crisis: Literary Interventions
from the Northern Plains.” Western American Literature 55, no. 2 (2022): 123—-145; Marie Chase
and Adrienne Johnson, “Oil extraction and Indigenous women: Examining the necropolitics of
the settler state in the Bakken region,” Environment and Planning E: Nature and Space 17, no.1
(2024).

24 Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism.”

25 Gerald Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1994), 1-15; Gerald Vizenor, ed., Survivance: Narratives of Native Presence
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2008), vii—xv.
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disrupts colonial binaries, insisting on the fluidity and resilience of Native presence in the face of
imposed borders.?

Jodi Byrd’s (Chickasaw Nation of Oklahoma) The Transit of Empire (2011) offers a
trenchant critique of mainstream critical theory, arguing that frameworks of liminality and
hybridity, while generative for Chicana/o and postcolonial studies, often appropriate or erase
Indigenous specificity by universalizing the experience of in-betweenness.?’ Byrd theorizes
“Indianness” as a mobile signifier deployed by settler colonialism to justify expansion and
dispossession, and calls for an analytic grounded in sovereignty, kinship, and land.?

Vine Deloria Jr. (Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, Lakota/Dakota) in works such as Custer
Died for Your Sins (1969) and God Is Red (1973), insists on the centrality of land, treaty rights,
and epistemological borderlands, the contested space between Indigenous and Euro-American
worldviews.?’ Deloria’s critique of settler colonialism exposes the limitations of frameworks that
treat borderlands as metaphorical rather than as sites of ongoing colonialism and legal and
political struggle.*

Scott Lyons (Leech Lake Ojibwe) advances the concept of rhetorical sovereignty, the
right of Indigenous peoples to determine the terms and purposes of their own communicative
practices. Lyons’s framework holds that control over language and representation is central to

Indigenous agency, enabling the reclamation of identity and resistance to settler-colonial

26 Vizenor, Manifest Manners, 16-30.

" Byrd, Transit of Empire, 1-25.

28 Byrd, Transit of Empire, 27-45.

2 Vine Deloria, Jr., Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1969), 1-20; Vine Deloria, Jr., God Is Red: A Native View of Religion (Golden,
CO: Fulcrum Publishing, 1973), 1-15.

39 Deloria, Custer Died for Your Sins, 21-40.
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discourse within the contested, liminal spaces of the borderlands.?! Through the thoughtful
incorporation of Indigenous voices and scholars, this project attempts to honor Lyon’s rhetorical
sovereignty while acknowledging the settler limitations of its author.

Mishuana Goeman (Tonawanda Band of Seneca) theorizes remapping as a practice of
reclaiming Indigenous spatiality and resisting settler cartographies. Goeman’s work on spatial
justice foregrounds the importance of land, place, and relational geographies, challenging
colonial mappings and asserting Indigenous geographies as central to both literary and political
sovereignty.>? Goeman’s remapping is critical to understanding borderlands through Indigenous
perspectives and regional literature, especially as she insists that land and story are deeply tied to
cultural identity and belonging.

This framework is further enriched by a living genealogy of Indigenous scholarship that
advances anticolonial critique through diverse, thematically resonant approaches. Indigenous
feminist and relational models of liminality, tribally-centered literary nationalism, land-based
resurgence and refusal, and decolonial political theory collectively challenge the universalizing
tendencies of mainstream borderlands theory. Rather than treating borderlands as mere
metaphors of hybridity or psychic in-betweenness, these approaches insist on the specificity of
Indigenous histories, geographies, and futures. They transform borderlands into a robust,
decolonial framework attentive to the ongoing realities of settler colonialism and the possibilities

of Indigenous futurity, a framework particularly resonant in Montana, where histories of

31 Scott Lyons, “Rhetorical Sovereignty: What Do American Indians Want from Writing?” in
Crosstalk in Comp Theory: A Reader (Annapolis: National Council of Teachers of English
2024), 541-64.

32 Mishuana Goeman, Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 1-18.
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extraction, legal dispossession, and Indigenous resurgence continually intersect. While this
dissertation’s analytic lens is focused through Deloria, Byrd, Vizenor, Lyons, and Goeman, and
others, it is deeply indebted to the broader field’s collective intellectual labor, which animates

and sustains the anticolonial project.*

Theoretical Foundations for Borderlands, Liminality, And
Anticolonial Critique

Gloria Anzaldua’s concept of the “new mestiza,” first articulated in her influential work
Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987), describes a transformative consciousness
that arises from living at the intersection of multiple cultures, languages, races, and identities.**
Unlike traditional mestizaje, which often refers to a static, biological, or cultural mixing used for
nation-building and assimilation, Anzaldia’s new mestiza is a dynamic, plural, and processual
identity that actively negotiates and synthesizes the contradictions and ambiguities of borderland
existence. This consciousness is marked by a “tolerance for ambiguity” and the ability to

embrace contradiction, moving beyond binary thinking and dualisms that have historically

33 Byrd, Jodi A. 2011. The Transit of Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism. Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press; Deloria, Vine Jr. 1969. Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian
Manifesto. New York: Macmillan; Goeman, Mishuana. 2013. Mark My Words: Native Women
Mapping Our Nations. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press; Goeman, Mishuana. 2009.
“Notes Towards a Native Feminism’s Spatial Practice.” Wicazo Sa Review 24, no. 2: 169-187;
Goeman, Mishuana. 2008. “(Re)Mapping Indigenous Presence on the Land in Native Women’s
Literature.” American Quarterly 60, no. 1: 295-302; Lyons, Scott Richard. 2010. X-Marks:
Native Signatures of Assent. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press; Lyons, Scott Richard.
2000. “Rhetorical Sovereignty: What Do American Indians Want from Writing?” College
Composition and Communication 51, no. 3: 447-468; Vizenor, Gerald. 1999. Manifest Manners:
Narratives on Postindian Survivance. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

3% Anzaldta, Borderlands/La Frontera, 77-91.

35 Ibid., 79-80.
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reinforced systems of oppression.*® Drawing from borderlands theory, the new mestiza lives in
nepantla. In this liminal, in-between space, she learns to see from multiple perspectives and to
mediate between conflicting worlds,>” through the process of conocimiento, or deep, embodied
knowledge, the new mestiza transforms the pain and restlessness of marginality into creative
power, agency, and coalition-building.*® Anzaldda’s vision is radically inclusive, centering the
experiences of those historically excluded from dominant narratives, especially women, queer
people, and racialized minorities, and foregrounding intersectionality as a source of strength.*
Her framework has profoundly influenced feminist, queer, and decolonial theory, as well as
educational practice and activism, by offering a model for understanding identity as fluid,
resilient, and oriented toward social change.*’

While some scholars have critiqued the concept for needing greater attention to Black,
Indigenous, and trans experiences, the new mestiza remains a generative and visionary approach
for navigating and transforming the complexities of identity, community, and resistance in a
world marked by visible and invisible borders. Anzaldia's work also explores the invisible
borders that exist between various social groups, such as Latinas/os and non-Latinas/os, men and
women, heterosexuals and homosexuals, and the identities that exist without and around those
liminal spaces.*! Her work highlights real and perceived borders in which she existed and sheds

light on how borders and borderlands represent liminal spaces and perceptions.

3¢ Tbid., 80-82.

37 Gloria Anzaldua, Light in the Dark/Luz en lo Oscuro: Rewriting Identity, Spirituality, Reality,
ed. AnalLouise Keating (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015), 156.

38 Anzaldta, Borderlands/La Frontera, 93.

39 AnaLouise Keating, ed., The Gloria Anzaldiia Reader (Durham: Duke University Press, 2009).
40 Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera, 17—18.

' Ibid., 19-21.
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Mary Louis Pratt’s Contact Zone.

Pratt’s contact zone is conceptually aligned with Gloria Anzaldua’s borderlands, as both
theorize the lived experience of those who inhabit spaces of cultural overlap, power asymmetry,
and creative resistance.*? Pratt’s concept of the “contact zone” has become foundational for
understanding the dynamics of cultural encounter and negotiation central to Borderlands theory.
In her influential essay “Arts of the Contact Zone,” Pratt defines contact zones as “social spaces
where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical
relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many
parts of the world today.”* This framework foregrounds the improvisational, contested, and
creative nature of cultural interaction, emphasizing how marginalized groups exercise agency
within and against dominant structures. In Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation,
Pratt further develops the idea of “transculturation,” the process by which subordinated or
marginal groups “select and invent from materials transmitted by a dominant culture.”* Her
analysis of “anti-conquest” rhetoric in travel writing reveals the subtle ways power is asserted
and resisted in these spaces. While Anzaldua’s borderlands are rooted in the U.S.-Mexico
context, Pratt’s framework is globally applicable, providing a theoretical vocabulary for

comparative borderlands analysis across colonial and postcolonial encounters.

42 Pratt, “Arts of the Contact Zone,” 34.
 Tbid.
* Pratt, Imperial Eyes, 6-17.
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Walter D. Mignolo’s “Border Thinking” in Conversation
with Anzaldia’s Borderlands and Pratt’s Contact Zones.

Adding to the complexities of border theory, Mignolo’s theory of “border thinking”
(pensamiento fronterizo) offers a decolonial expansion of borderlands theory, situating it within a
global critique of Western epistemology and coloniality. In Local Histories/Global Designs.
Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges, and Border Thinking, Mignolo defines border thinking as
“an epistemic shift that takes place at the borders of modernity/coloniality, where subaltern
knowledges emerge in response to the limitations and exclusions of Western epistemology.”** He
writes, “Border thinking entails a double critique that recovers and materializes subaltern
knowledges, which make possible an ‘other way of thinking.”*** For Mignolo, the “colonial
difference,” the space where coloniality of power is enacted, is precisely where border thinking
takes place, enabling new forms of knowledge and resistance.*’ Mignolo explicitly credits
Anzaldua’s Borderlands/La Frontera as foundational, noting that she “shifted the intellectual
paradigm from egological to geo-graphical and bio-graphical centered way of thinking.”*® By
foregrounding the epistemic agency of those at the margins, Mignolo’s work expands
borderlands theory into a global decolonial project, challenging the hegemony of Western

modernity and affirming the pluriversality of knowledge.

43 Mignolo, Local Histories/Global Designs, 67.

0 Ibid., 67.

" 1bid., 170-171.

# Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Futures, Decolonial Options
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 135.
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Homi K. Bhabha’s Third Space.

Bhabha’s theorization of hybridity and the “Third Space” provides another critical lens
for understanding borderlands as sites of cultural negotiation and identity formation. In The
Location of Culture, Bhabha introduces the Third Space as a site of cultural hybridity “where
multiple cultures intersect and thus new cultural identities begin to form.”* He argues that “it is
that Third Space, though unrepresentable in itself, which constitutes the discursive conditions of
enunciation that ensure that the meaning and symbols of culture have no primordial unity or
fixity; that even the same signs can be appropriated, translated, rehistoricized and read anew.”>°
Bhabha’s theory of mimicry further reveals how colonial subjects subvert authority through
imperfect imitation, producing ambivalence and undermining colonial discourse. The Third
Space closely parallels Anzaldua’s borderlands as a liminal, in-between space where hybrid
identities are forged and binary oppositions destabilized.’! As Grazyna Zygadto notes,
“discussions of liminal spaces and intersecting cultures are also central to Gloria Anzaldaa’s
work on the ‘borderlands.’”>? Bhabha’s framework has thus been widely adopted in borderlands
studies to analyze how marginalized groups negotiate power, resistance, and new forms of
belonging in spaces of cultural overlap.

Having established the foundational insights of border theory where Anzaldta’s concept

of the borderlands as an “open wound” and nepantla, and Pratt’s articulation of the “contact

zone,” foreground the psychic, cultural, and material negotiations that define spaces of encounter

49 Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 37.

0 Ibid., 37

3! Amar Acheraiou, Questioning Hybridity, Postcolonialism and Globalization (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 13; Grazyna Zygadlo, Gloria E. Anzaldua: Writing, Spirituality, and
Social Justice (London: Routledge, 2023), 22.

52 Zygadlo, Anzaldua, 22.
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and hybridity, Mignolo’s border thinking, and Bhabha’s Third Space as a cultural hybridity,**the
analysis now turns to the classical anthropological frameworks of liminality developed by van

Gennep and Turner.

Classical Anthropological Frameworks of Liminality.

Van Gennep’s tripartite model of rites of passage, with its emphasis on separation,
liminality, and incorporation, and Turner’s expansion of liminality, offer a powerful vocabulary
for theorizing thresholds, transformation, and the suspension of normative social orders.’* These
models illuminate how borderlands function not only as geopolitical or cultural boundaries but
also as transitional zones where identities, relationships, and social meanings are continually

renegotiated.>

Van Gennep (1873-1957), a foundational scholar in the study of liminal spaces, is deeply
connected to modern borderlands theory’s The Rites of Passage (1960). He established the
foundational tripartite model for understanding ritual transitions: separation, transition (limen),
and incorporation.’® The transitional or “liminal” phase is characterized by ambiguity and the
suspension of ordinary social roles, as individuals are “betwixt and between” established states.>’

Victor Turner, building on van Gennep, redefined liminality as a dynamic, processual state with

>3 Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera, 25-26, 77-80; Pratt, “Arts of the Contact Zone,” 33—40;
Pratt, Imperial Eyes, 7; Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity; Bhabha, The Location
of Culture.

5% van Gennep, The Rites of Passage, 21, 166; Turner, The Ritual Process, 41-49, 95; Victor
Turner, Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1975).

S>Turner, The Ritual Process, 41-49, 95; Turner, Dramas, Fields, and Metaphors, 45.

%6 yvan Gennep, The Rites of Passage, 3,43, 54, 63,78, 82, 106, 113, 114-15, 14449,

7 Ibid., 94
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profound social and symbolic implications.>® Turner’s ethnographic work among the Ndembu of
Zambia illustrated how liminal rites temporarily dissolve social hierarchies, creating a space for
“communitas”, a spontaneous, egalitarian bond among participants that stands in contrast to the
structured, hierarchical order of everyday life.>

Turner also introduced the concept of “anti-structure,” referring to the liberation of
human capacities, creativity, affect, and volition from the normative constraints of social status.
He argued that rituals, far from being mere vestiges of tradition, are arenas for social change and
the negotiation of new social realities. In “Betwixt and Between,” Turner emphasizes that liminal
individuals are often symbolically represented as ambiguous, invisible, or even dangerous, and
that the liminal phase is marked by instruction in the “sacra,” the cosmology and values of the

group.®!

Indigenous Critique of Classical Liminality and Borderlands

While van Gennep and Turner’s frameworks have been widely influential, their
application to colonial and Indigenous contexts has been sharply critiqued in recent scholarship.
Decolonial and Indigenous studies scholars argue that classical liminality theory, when
abstracted from its ethnographic and historical contexts, can obscure or erase the material

realities of colonial violence, land dispossession, and the ongoing struggle for Indigenous

8 Turner, The Ritual Process, 95-97, 127.

59 Victor Turner, “Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage,” in The Forest
of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1967), 93—-103.

60 Ibid. 93

%1 Tbid.
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sovereignty.®? The metaphorical use of liminality as a state of “in-betweenness” or hybridity
risks conflating the lived experiences of Indigenous peoples with a universalized, ahistorical
process of transition.®* In Indigenous contexts, the “pre-" and “post-" states of liminality are not
always clearly defined, and colonialism often offers only two outcomes: assimilation or erasure.
Without attention to the specificity of Indigenous histories and futures, liminality can reinforce
colonial narratives of inevitability and disappearance.®*

Just as borderland theory highlights the importance of spatial dynamics for geographical
borders such as the U.S.-Mexico border, key elements of the theory also apply to Montana’s
borderlands, including international borders such as the U.S.-Canadian border and Tribal
Nations' borders.® Yet, Indigenous borderlands theories recognize the complexities of social and
political identities, the complexity of sovereignty, and the ongoing, multidimensional colonial
power dynamics that continue to disrupt and affect Indigenous ways of being. Montana’s seven
Reservations including the Blackfeet Indian Reservation, are now home to the Blackfeet Nation
(Amskapi Piikani), located in northwestern Montana, bordering Glacier National Park and

Canada.®® The Crow Indian Reservation, now home to the Crow Tribe (Apsdalooke), is located

in south-central Montana and is the state's largest Reservation. The Flathead Indian Reservation

62 Hazma R’boul, “Decolonial liminality theory: Double critique and the politics of performing
decoloniality in applied linguistics,” The Modern Language Journal, (2022): 1-24.

63 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor,” Decolonization:
Indigeneity, Education & Society 1, no. 1 (2012): 1-40.

64 Ibid., 1-40.

65 Hall, Beneath the Backbone of the World, 3—12.

% Formatting structures designed in the system for Chicago Style formatting would suggest that I
list these Indigenous Nations and Federally Recognized Tribes in a footnote, yet since this
dissertation is anticolonial in prospect and centers Native Voices and Experiences (capitalization
of particular terms such as Nations, Peoples, and Reservations is also intentional), it would be
unreasonable to diminish these realities to a footnote.
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is now home to the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes (Sélis, Qiispé, and Ksanka) and is
located in northwest Montana. The Fort Belknap Indian Reservation is now home to the Gros
Ventre (A’aninin) and Assiniboine (Nakoda) Tribes, located in north-central Montana. The Fort
Peck Indian Reservation is now home to the Assiniboine and Sioux Tribes and is located in
northeastern Montana. Northern Cheyenne Indian Reservation is now home to the Northern
Cheyenne Tribe (Tsétséhéstahese), located in southeastern Montana, Rocky Boy’s Indian
Reservation is now home to the Chippewa Cree Tribe, located in north-central Montana; it is the
state's smallest Reservation, additionally, the Little Shell Tribe of Chippewa Indians of Montana
is a federally recognized tribe based in Great Falls, though they do not have a specific
Reservation land base.®” The origins of borderlands and borderland theory are deeply rooted in
historical events and cultural interactions. From early physical demarcations to modern
theoretical frameworks, the study of borderlands can provide insights into the complexities of
human societies and their boundaries. Yet, classical scholarship rarely acknowledges the
importance of these realities in rural regions, especially regarding the U.S. Tribal Nations.®

Indigenous scholars have fundamentally transformed borderlands theory by insisting that
any analysis of liminality, hybridity, or spatial negotiation must be grounded in the specific
histories, sovereignties, and epistemologies of Native nations. Their interventions foreground the
materiality of land, the centrality of nationhood, and the creative resurgence of Indigenous

presence, challenging the universalizing and metaphorical tendencies of mainstream borderlands

67 Montana Office of Public Instruction, "Montana Tribal Nations: A Brief History," Indian
Education for All, last updated 2016, https://opi.mt.gov/Educators/Teaching-Learning/Indian-
Education-for-All.

%8 Hall, Beneath the Backbone of the World, 13-40.
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theory. The work of Audra Simpson, Glen Coulthard, Kim TallBear, Nick Estes, Dian Million,
Joanne Barker, Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, Robert Warrior, Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Alice Te Punga
Somerville, Brendan Hokowhitu, and Leonie Pihama, among others, collectively expands the
scope of borderlands theory to include refusal, resurgence, affect, gender, and the decolonization
of knowledge. Their scholarship insists that borderlands in Montana are not merely sites of
cultural mixing but contested spaces where Indigenous nations actively negotiate, resist, and
reconfigure imposed boundaries, whether geographic, legal, epistemological, or linguistic.%’ The
focus on five seminal scholars, Vizenor, Byrd, Deloria Jr., Lyons, and Goeman, helps
foreground and refine key knowledgeways in Indigenous epistemologies to better define

Indigenous borderlands.

69 Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life Across the Borders of Settler States
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 1-3. Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks:
Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2014), 13—15; Kim TallBear, Native American DNA: Tribal Belonging and the False Promise of
Genetic Science (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 2—4; Nick Estes, Our
History Is the Future: Standing Rock Versus the Dakota Access Pipeline, and the Long Tradition
of Indigenous Resistance (London: Verso Books, 2019), 5-7; Dian Million, Therapeutic Nations:
Healing in an Age of Indigenous Human Rights (Tuscon: University of Arizona Press, 2013), 3—
5; Joanne Barker, Native Acts: Law, Recognition, and Cultural Authenticity (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2011), 1-3; Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, Anti-Indianism in Modern America: A
Voice from Tatekeya’s Earth (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2001), 3—5; Warrior, Tribal
Secrets, 1-3; Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 2nd ed. (New York: Palgrave,
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(2004): 259-284; Leonie Pihama, “Tihei Mauri Ora: The Breath of Life,” MAI Journal 1, no. 1
(2012): 1-3.
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Grounding in Gerald Vizenor’s Survivance.

Vizenor’s theoretical innovations have been foundational for an Indigenous borderlands
theory. His concept of “survivance” is a conceptual blend of survival and resistance, and
foregrounds the active, creative presence of Indigenous peoples who refuse colonial narratives of
victimry and erasure. As Vizenor writes, “Survivance is an active sense of presence, the
continuance of native stories, not a mere reaction, or a survivable name.”’® The term "survivance
" is deployed here as an important rhetorical framework for recognizing moments in literature,
history, and culture where Native themes and creative presence are activated.

Additionally, Vizenor’s concepts of “transmotion” and “Indianness” have profoundly
shaped Indigenous literary theory, offering a dynamic, narrative-centered alternative to colonial
fixity and victimry. Vizenor defines “transmotion” as a principle of visionary resistance and
creative motion, rooted in Indigenous worldviews and stories. It is not mere physical movement,
but a continual, reciprocal process of becoming “the visionary resistance and natural motion of
native survivance, the reciprocal, transformational, and continuous presence of native stories, not
a mere reaction, or a survivable name.” Transmotion is thus a refusal of stasis, victimry, and the
“terminal creeds” of colonialism, instead foregrounding Indigenous agency, irony, and narrative
presence. For Vizenor, sovereignty is not a static possession but an expressive act, enacted
through transmotion: “Native sovereignty is not possessed but expressed. It emerges not from
practicing vengeful and exclusionary policies and politics, or by simple recourse to territoriality,
but by turning to Native transmotion, the forces and processes of creativity and imagination lying

at the heart of Native world-views and actions.”’! Thus, transmotion and survivance are Native

70 Vizenor, Survivance, 1.
"'bid., 15.
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processes of both becoming and being, not static but always in motion, and not tied to or
possessed by colonial concepts and rigidities.

Vizenor’s critique of “Indianness” is foundational. He theorizes “the Indian” as a colonial
simulation, a “terminal creed” that fixes Native peoples in a state of absence, victimry, or
otherness. He states, “The Indian is the simulation of the absence of real natives—the invented
savage, the melancholy antiselves in the ruins of representation.” This simulation, produced by
settler discourse, ethnography, and popular culture, is a hyperreal construct that erases the lived,

adaptive realities of Native peoples. Vizenor counters this with the “postindian,”’?

a figure who,
through trickster discourse and survivance, resists and revises colonial narratives, securing a
narrative presence that is dynamic, ironic, and generative.

His trickster discourse disrupts binary logics and essentialisms, embodying the liminality
of the borderland while refusing its closure or domestication.”* For Vizenor, the trickster is not
merely a folkloric figure but a dynamic, shape-shifting presence that embodies irony, wit, and
creative adaptation in the face of colonial oppression. The trickster disrupts fixed categories and
binary oppositions, such as victim/victor and colonizer/colonized, by inhabiting the spaces in
between, using humor and narrative play to subvert dominant stories and assert Indigenous
agency. In Vizenor’s framework, the trickster is a figure of survivance: not passive survival, but
an active, generative presence that refuses erasure and victimry, continually remaking meaning

and identity in the borderlands of culture and history. Through the trickster, Vizenor articulates a

mode of Indigenous being that is irreducibly relational, inventive, and resistant to settler

72 Vizenor, Manifest Manners, 5.
3 Vizenor, Manifest Manners, 15-17.
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colonialism. Vizenor’s work critiques the tendency of postcolonial and borderlands theory to
universalize hybridity, insisting instead on the irreducible specificity of Indigenous experience

and epistemology.”*

Jodi Byrd’s Anticolonial Interventions

Jodi Byrd’s The Transit of Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism (2011) is a
foundational intervention in Indigenous studies and settler colonial critique. Byrd’s central thesis
is that U.S. imperial expansion is structured through the continual mobilization and
transformation of “Indianness” as a signifier. This process enables the United States to justify its
acquisition of lands, resources, and peoples, both domestically and globally. “Indianness,” in
Byrd’s analysis, is not a fixed identity but a mobile, transferable sign that mediates the
relationships between the U.S. state and other racialized and colonized populations. This process
is not disrupted by multicultural inclusion; rather, such inclusion becomes the very site where
colonialism is perpetuated: “Inclusion into the multicultural cosmopole does not end colonialism
as it is purported to do. Rather, that inclusion is the very site of the colonization that feeds the
U.S. empire.””” For Byrd, multicultural inclusion happens within colonial textuality and risks
further perpetuation of colonialist systems.

Byrd theorizes “Indianness™ as a transit point, a mobile signifier continually redeployed
by the U.S. empire to mediate its relationships with other racialized and colonized populations.’®

“Indianness” is imposed not only on Indigenous peoples but also used to “Indianize” other

7 Gerald Vizenor, Fugitive Poses: Native American Indian Scenes of Absence and Presence
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1998), 5-7.

> Byrd, The Transit of Empire, Xx.

76 Ibid., XxX—XXi.
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groups who stand in the way of U.S. military and economic desires, thus justifying their
dispossession, discipline, or violence. This process masks the territoriality of conquest by
assigning colonization to the racialized body, thereby naturalizing Indigenous nations as
minorities within the empire and erasing their distinct sovereignties.”’

Byrd introduces “cacophony” as both a methodological and analytic tool. Cacophony
describes the discordant, competing, and polyvocal narratives that emerge in colonial and
postcolonial contexts.’® Rather than seeking a harmonious or singular account of colonialism,
Byrd’s cacophony highlights moments when colonial representational logics break down,
especially in settler-colonial localities marked by multiple, overlapping colonial histories. This
approach resists the flattening of difference and insists on the relational, often conflicting, voices
»79

of Indigenous peoples, settlers, and “arrivants.

Colonial Hauntology. A further conceptual innovation is Byrd’s notion of “colonial

hauntology,” which describes how the specters of colonial violence and dispossession persist in
the present, haunting both Indigenous and settler subjects.®’ Colonial hauntology foregrounds the
unfinished business of colonialism, insisting that the losses and traumas of Indigenous peoples
remain unresolved and continue to shape contemporary realities.®! Byrd’s intervention is most
sharply articulated in her critique of mainstream borderlands theory. While acknowledging the

transformative potential of Anzaldua’s work for Chicana and queer theory, Byrd contends that

"7 Ibid., xxii—xxiii.

78 Jodi A. Byrd, “Cacophony and the Colonial Present,” American Indian Culture and Research
Journal 36, no. 1 (2012): 1-16.

7 Ibid., 2-3.

80 Jodi A. Byrd, “Living in the Land of the Dead: Necroaesthetics and the Politics of Ghosts,”
Cultural Studies < Critical Methodologies 18, no. 1 (2018): 36—44.
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the mestizaje framework risks appropriating Indigeneity as a metaphor for cultural mixture,
thereby erasing the specificity of Indigenous peoples and their land-based sovereignty claims.®?
When Indigeneity is invoked as a symbol of liminality or hybridity, it becomes a “mobile
signifier” that facilitates the expansion of U.S. empire by rationalizing the dispossession of
Native lands and the assimilation of Indigenous peoples into a multicultural national narrative.*?

Byrd similarly critiques Bhabha’s theorization of hybridity and the “Third Space” for its
tendency to universalize the colonial encounter and to treat all subjects as equally liminal,
abstracting the experience of colonization from its material and legal foundations.* Pratt’s
“contact zone” and Mignolo’s “border thinking” are also scrutinized for their potential to obscure
the asymmetrical power relations and legal structures that define Indigenous-settler relations,
especially when they fail to account for the ongoing sovereignty of Indigenous nations.%

Byrd’s analysis of multicultural liberalism is incisive and foundational. She argues that
the promise of inclusion within a multicultural, cosmopolitan U.S. society is not a remedy for
colonial violence; instead, it is a mechanism through which colonial power is perpetuated and
normalized.®® The “multicultural cosmopole” is the imagined space of liberal pluralism, where
diverse identities are ostensibly welcomed and incorporated into the fabric of the U.S. nation-

state. However, this inclusion is predicated on the absorption and neutralization of Indigenous

difference, sovereignty, and land claims.®” Byrd’s methodology foregrounds Indigenous literary

82 Byrd, The Transit of Empire, XXv—XXVi.

8 Ibid., xxvi.

8 Ibid., xxvi.

8 Ibid., xxvii.
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87 Byrd, “Living in the Land of the Dead,” 36-44.
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and cultural texts as critical sites for theorizing and resisting colonial logics.®® Her work is deeply
informed by queer theory and Indigenous feminism, interrogating how gender and sexuality are
implicated in colonial projects and how Indigenous feminist and queer interventions can disrupt
these logics.®’

Byrd’s anticolonial methodology and theoretical innovations have been taken up and
extended by a range of Indigenous studies scholars. Kim TallBear draws on Byrd’s critique of
settler sexuality and kinship to theorize Indigenous relationality and the politics of “critical
polyamory.”®® Audra Simpson’s Mohawk Interruptus is in direct conversation with Byrd’s
critique of borderlands theory and her theorization of sovereignty, using these frameworks to
articulate the politics of refusal as an alternative to the state’s politics of recognition.’! Glen
Coulthard’s Red Skin, White Masks extends Byrd’s critique of multicultural inclusion by
analyzing “recognition politics,” arguing that state recognition often serves to domesticate
Indigenous resistance.’? Mark Rifkin’s Beyond Settler Time develops Byrd’s concept of “colonial
hauntology” to theorize the persistence of colonial violence and Indigenous loss in the present.”

Byrd’s work is also in close dialogue with the broader field of settler colonial studies,

88 Byrd, The Transit of Empire, Xx—xxi.
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particularly the scholarship of Patrick Wolfe and Lorenzo Veracini, who frame settler

colonialism as a structure rather than an event.”*

Vine Deloria Jr. Connections to Land and Relationships.

Seminal Indigenous scholar Vine Deloria Jr. critiques Euro-American epistemologies and
advocates for the validity of Indigenous knowledge systems, arguing that sovereignty is rooted in
spiritual and relational connections to land.”® Deloria’s work predates and anticipates critiques of
borderlands theory, exposing the limitations of Euro-American frameworks and insisting that
Indigenous realities cannot be subsumed under generalized models of hybridity or liminality.”®

Deloria’s theoretical contributions are perhaps most famously articulated in Custer Died
for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (1969), a work that blends satire, polemic, and rigorous
critique. In this text, Deloria systematically exposes the destructive roles of anthropologists,
missionaries, and the U.S. federal government in perpetuating colonial domination. He argues
that the foundation of Indigenous rights is not assimilation or civil rights, but the recognition of
tribal sovereignty and the sanctity of treaties. As he writes, “The problems of Indians have
always been ideological rather than social, political or economic.”” Deloria’s critique of
anthropology is particularly trenchant; he accuses the discipline of producing “a massive amount

of useless knowledge” and treating Native peoples as objects for observation and manipulation,

% Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism,” 387—409; Lorenzo Veracini, Settler Colonialism: A Theoretical
Overview (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 2-3

% Deloria Jr., God Is Red, 62—65.

% Vine Deloria, Red Earth, White Lies: Native Americans and the Myth of Scientific Fact (New
York: Scribner, 1995), 23-25.

7 Philip J. Deloria, “Vine Deloria Jr. (1933-2005),” American Indian Quarterly 30, no. 1-2
(Winter—Spring 2006): 1-5.
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rather than as sovereign nations with their own intellectual traditions.’® The book’s rhetorical
strategies, irony, humor, and direct address function as decolonial tools, subverting colonial
narratives and fostering Indigenous solidarity. Deloria’s insistence that sovereignty, not civil
rights, is the proper framework for Indigenous self-determination remains a foundational
intervention in Native studies and anticolonial thought.”

In God Is Red: A Native View of Religion (1973; 2nd ed. 1994), Deloria offers a sustained
critique of Christianity and Western epistemologies, contrasting them with Indigenous, place-
based cosmologies. He asserts, “American Indians hold their land's places as having the highest
possible meaning, and all their statements are made with this reference point in mind.”!%’ Deloria
distinguishes between “spatial” Indigenous religions, rooted in specific places and sacred sites,
and “temporal” Western religions, oriented toward linear history and abstraction. For Deloria,
Indigenous sovereignty is inseparable from spiritual and relational connections to land, and the
loss of land is both a material and spiritual crisis. He argues that “cultural context, time, and
place are the major elements of revelation,” and that Indigenous spirituality is fundamentally
experiential, grounded in the land and the cyclical renewal of relationships.!°! This distinction
between spatial and temporal consciousness has profound implications for sovereignty and self-
determination: Indigenous resurgence requires reclaiming land and renewing place-based

practices, not assimilation into linear, progress-oriented frameworks.'*

%8 Deloria Jr., Custer Died for Your Sins, 251.

% 1Tbid., 81.

100 Deloria Jr., God Is Red: A Native View of Religion, 61.

101 bid., 67-69.

102 Vine Deloria Jr., Behind the Trail of Broken Treaties: An Indian Declaration of Independence
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Deloria’s theory of sovereignty is fundamentally collective, grounded in the spiritual and
material relationship between Indigenous nations and their territories. In Behind the Trail of
Broken Treaties: An Indian Declaration of Independence (1974), he analyzes the history of U.S.-
Indian treaty relations, exposing legal doctrines such as the Doctrine of Discovery and the
Doctrine of Plenary Power that have undermined Indigenous sovereignty.!?® Deloria’s later work,
The Metaphysics of Modern Existence (2006), further develops his critique of Euro-American
epistemologies and his advocacy for Indigenous knowledge systems. Here, Deloria juxtaposes
Indigenous experiential knowledge with Western scientific abstraction, arguing that Native
Americans “have consistently perceived their realities experientially, confronting the reality of
the experience, whereas Westerners often hold academic learning and theories above
experience.”' He calls for a new metaphysics that integrates science, religion, and tribal
wisdom, challenging the dominance of Euro-American thought and emphasizing that knowledge
and reality are grounded in place and relationship rather than universal abstractions.'%’

This epistemological critique is extended in Red Earth, White Lies: Native Americans
and the Myth of Scientific Fact (1995), where Deloria challenges the Bering Strait migration
theory and the authority of Western science, advocating respect for Indigenous oral histories and
knowledge. He insists that Indigenous accounts of origins and history are valid and should be
respected alongside scientific narratives: “All we ask is respect for the other traditions and some

of their versions of origins.”!%
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While theorists such as Anzaldia, Bhabha, Pratt, and Mignolo foreground hybridity,
liminality, and contact zones as sites of negotiation and transformation, Deloria warns that such
frameworks risk erasing the legal, territorial, and political specificity of Indigenous nations.'?’
He insists that Indigenous realities cannot be subsumed under generalized models of hybridity or
liminality, as these models often ignore the ongoing structures of settler colonialism and the
irreducibility of Indigenous land claims and treaty rights.!% Deloria’s insistence on
epistemological pluralism and the validity of Indigenous oral traditions anticipates later calls for
“border thinking” and “epistemic disobedience.” Still, his approach is more explicitly tied to the
material and spiritual dimensions of sovereignty, rather than to metaphorical or psychic
borderlands.!'%

Deloria’s work also aligns with and anticipates key currents in anticolonial and decolonial
theory. Like Frantz Fanon, Deloria foregrounds the dehumanizing effects of colonialism and the
necessity of revolutionary struggle, but his framework is distinguished by its emphasis on land,
kinship, and spiritual sovereignty.!'” His critique of the “coloniality of power” and advocacy for

Indigenous knowledge systems parallel the work of Mignolo and others. Yet, Deloria grounds his

analysis in the specificity of treaty relations and land-based resurgence.'!!

197 Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera, 25-26; Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 38-39; Pratt,
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The intellectual lineage of Deloria’s work is evident in the scholarship of subsequent
Indigenous theorists. Byrd builds on Deloria’s critique of universalizing frameworks, arguing
that borderlands theory often appropriates Indigeneity as metaphor and erases the specificity of

Indi genous s overei gnty. 112 C oulthard, Goeman, Simpson, and Estesexplicitly draw

on Deloria’s emphasis on
land and treaty rights to critique the liberal politics of recognition, advocating for “grounded
normativity” rooted in land and community. TallBear builds on Deloria’s critique of Western
epistemologies by extending his insights into the realm of relationality and kinship, including
nonhuman relations.!'!® Deloria’s frameworks are especially relevant to the analysis of Montana’s
borderlands literature and the histories of the Tribal Nations. His insistence on the centrality of
place, cyclical time, and epistemological pluralism provides a rigorous anticolonial methodology
for reading borderlands as sites of ongoing struggle, negotiation, and resurgence. Goeman’s
(re)mapping and spatial justice, taken alongside Deloria’s insistence on the centrality of place,

offer a richer look at how to challenge dominant narratives and conceptual solidities of

borderlands.

Mishuana Goeman: Remapping and Spatial Justice

Goeman’s scholarship has become foundational to Indigenous borderlands theory,
particularly through her development of the concepts of (re)mapping, spatial justice, and
cartographic poetics. In her influential monograph, Mark My Words.: Native Women Mapping
Our Nations, Goeman analyzes how Indigenous women’s literatures actively remap and reclaim

land, nationhood, and belonging, challenging the colonial narratives and spatial orders that have

"2 Byrd, The Transit of Empire, 4445,
13 Deloria Jr., God Is Red, 66—67.
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historically marginalized Indigenous voices. Through close readings of works by E. Pauline
Johnson, Esther Belin, Joy Harjo, Leslie Marmon Silko, and Heid Erdrich, Goeman demonstrates
how Native women’s texts serve as alternative maps and narrative acts that resist and reimagine
the geographies imposed by settler colonialism. Her framework foregrounds the intrinsic
connection between Indigenous identity, sovereignty, and land stories, emphasizing that
decolonization is an ongoing, multifaceted process rooted in both material and narrative
reclamation of space.'!*

Central to Goeman'’s theoretical intervention is her critique of the abstraction of
borderlands as metaphor. She argues that mainstream borderlands frameworks such as those
emphasizing hybridity, liminality, or mestizaje often risk appropriating Indigeneity as a
metaphorical or psychic condition, thereby erasing the specificity of Indigenous sovereignty and
the material realities of land loss. Instead, Goeman insists on attending to the tangible and legal
dimensions of Indigenous dispossession and resurgence, situating her analysis within the context
of U.S. and Canadian Indian law and policy. Her concept of “spatial justice” departs from
mainstream spatial theory by insisting that justice must be grounded in the recognition of
colonial restructuring of land and bodies, and that Indigenous resurgence is inseparable from the
reclamation of territory and the renewal of place-based practices.!!

Goeman’s work is in direct conversation with other foundational Indigenous theorists.

Building on Vine Deloria Jr.’s land-based epistemology and his insistence that sovereignty is

114 Goeman, Mark My Words, 2-3, 17-18.
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34
rooted in spiritual and relational connections to territory, Goeman extends this framework by
theorizing (re)mapping as both a literary and political act. While Deloria foregrounds the
spiritual and legal dimensions of land and treaty rights, Goeman’s “cartographic poetics”
highlights the narrative and representational labor involved in reclaiming Indigenous
geographies. Her critique of metaphorical borderlands aligns closely with Byrd’s arguments in
The Transit of Empire, as both scholars contend that borderlands theory often appropriates
Indigeneity as metaphor and erases the specificity of Indigenous sovereignty. Goeman extends
Byrd’s analysis by foregrounding the gendered and spatialized dimensions of Indigenous
resistance, particularly through the lens of Native women’s literary production.'!®
In relation to Vizenor, Goeman’s work both converges with and diverges from his concepts of
survivance and transmotion. Like Vizenor, Goeman values the narrative agency and creative
presence of Indigenous peoples, particularly as expressed through literature. However, while
Vizenor’s “survivance” and “transmotion” emphasize narrative sovereignty and the dynamic,
active presence of Indigenous peoples in the face of colonial erasure, Goeman’s focus is more
explicitly on spatial and cartographic sovereignty and on how Indigenous stories and practices
remap physical and conceptual geographies. Her concept of spatial justice adds a critical
dimension to the conversation by insisting on the need to address the uneven distribution of
spatial power and the ongoing violence of settler mapping practices, a theme not explicitly
theorized by Deloria, Byrd, or Vizenor. Collectively, Goeman’s scholarship offers a robust,
sovereignty-centered approach to Indigenous borderlands theory that foregrounds the material,

legal, and narrative realities of Indigenous dispossession and resurgence, while also highlighting

16 Goeman, Mark My Words, 57, 22-23; Byrd, The Transit of Empire, 44—45.
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the ongoing power of Indigenous women'’s literary and cartographic practices to remap and
reclaim space.'!”

Goeman’s spatial remapping further transforms borderlands analysis by centering the
interconnectedness of land, story, gender, and community. Allen’s assertion that “We are land” is
echoed in the ways Montana tribal literatures, such as Blackfeet oral histories and Salish-
Kootenai poetry, embed survivance in the landscape.'!® Goeman’s concept of “cartographic
poetics” is especially relevant to the remapping of Reservation geographies in Montana, where
Indigenous women’s writing reclaims space and asserts sovereignty against settler

cartography.'

Scott Lyons and Rhetorical Sovereignty

Lyons has emerged as a leading voice in Indigenous rhetorical studies, most notably
through his articulation of “rhetorical sovereignty.” In his landmark essay, “Rhetorical
Sovereignty: What Do American Indians Want from Writing?”” Lyons defines rhetorical
sovereignty as “the inherent right and ability of Peoples to determine their own communicative
needs and desires in this pursuit, to decide for themselves the goals, modes, styles, and languages
of public discourse.”!?* This concept directly challenges what Lyons terms “rhetorical
imperialism,” the colonial imposition of language, genre, and narrative forms that have

historically constrained Indigenous expression and agency.'?! By foregrounding the right to self-
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representation, Lyons insists that Indigenous peoples must set the terms of their own discourse,
refusing to be defined solely by settler society's frameworks and expectations.'??

Lyons deepens this critique in his book X-Marks: Native Signatures of Assent, where he
examines the x-mark, the treaty signature made by many Native signatories unable to write in
English, as a complex symbol of both coerced consent and Indigenous agency.'?* He writes,
“The moment of treaty...was literally the invention of the modern Indian nation,” highlighting
how the x-mark, though made under duress, also signals Native assent to new forms of
nationhood and adaptation.!** For Lyons, the x-mark is not merely a sign of victimization but a
site of negotiation, where Indigenous peoples exercised agency within the constraints of colonial
power.'?> He identifies three conceptual x-marks: identity, culture, and nation, around which he
theorizes Indigenous modernization and the development of functional modern institutions in
Native America.'?®

Lyons’ framework is often positioned in dialogue with, and as a corrective to, mainstream
borderlands theory, particularly Gloria Anzaldua’s concept of mestiza consciousness. While
Anzaldua’s borderlands theory valorizes hybridity, liminality, and the negotiation of multiple
identities in spaces of cultural overlap, Lyons cautions that such frameworks risk abstracting
culture from land and people, thereby erasing the material and legal realities of Indigenous

sovereignty.'?’ He argues, “mainstream multiculturalism is not sovereignty per se because it
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abstracts its sense of culture from the people and from the land,” emphasizing that “land, culture,
and community are inseparable in Indian country.”!?® Unlike the universalizing tendencies of
borderlands metaphors, rhetorical sovereignty insists on the specificity of Indigenous nationhood
and the right to self-determination in discourse.'?’

Within Indigenous borderlands theory, Lyons’ rhetorical sovereignty is closely aligned
with Gerald Vizenor’s concept of survivance, which combines survival and resistance through
narrative presence and irony.'*° Both scholars advocate for Indigenous agency and the refusal of
victimry. Still, while Vizenor emphasizes narrative play and transmotion, Lyons foregrounds the
political and communal dimensions of sovereignty enacted through language and
representation.’*! Lyons’ work also resonates with Jodi Byrd’s critique of multicultural inclusion,
as both theorists warn against the appropriation of Indigeneity as metaphor and insist on the
centrality of Indigenous voices in shaping discourse.!'*? His insistence on the inseparability of
land, people, and rhetoric draws from Vine Deloria Jr.’s land-based sovereignty, while his
attention to the spatial and gendered dimensions of Indigenous resurgence parallels Mishuana
Goeman’s theories of remapping and spatial justice.!** Collectively, Lyons and these scholars

reframe borderlands not as zones of perpetual hybridity, but as contested spaces where

Indigenous peoples assert their rights to land, language, and self-determination.'**
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Indigenous feminist, relational, and literary-nationalist frameworks deepen the
anticolonial critique of borderlands theory, insisting that the specificity of Tribal epistemologies,
not the abstraction of hybridity, must anchor any analysis of Native literatures and lifeworlds.
Where mainstream border theory often emphasizes cultural mixing and liminality, Indigenous
feminist perspectives foreground relationality, kinship, and ceremony as the enduring structures
through which sovereign Native nations persist and resist. The centrality of women, story, and
cyclical cosmology to Indigenous survivance, and the patriarchal and ethnocentric misreadings
that Western scholarship has imposed on these traditions, demand that borderlands theory be
reformed from within, grounded in the lived realities of gender, kinship, and spiritual sovereignty
specific to each nation.!® Parallel critiques of literary universalism insist that Indigenous critical
practice must be tribally grounded: a Native-centered literary separatism that is not isolationist
but refuses to subordinate tribal intellectual traditions and community-based knowledge to the
homogenizing logics of postcolonial hybridity, foregrounding instead the material and

imaginative continuities of Indigenous nationhood.!®

135 On Indigenous feminism, relationality, and kinship as frameworks for borderlands critique,
see Allen, The Sacred Hoop; and Leonie Pihama, “Kaupapa Maori Theory: Transforming Theory
in Aotearoa,” He Pukenga Korero 9, no. 2 (2010): 5-14. Allen foregrounds the centrality of
women, ceremony, and cyclical cosmology in sustaining Indigenous nationhood, while Pihama’s
theorization of Kaupapa Maori and historical trauma addresses the intergenerational psychic and
social “borderlands” created by colonialism, situating dispossession as a form of genocide whose
wounds are transmitted across generations. On the embodied and gendered dimensions of
colonial borderlands as experienced by Maori men navigating between Indigenous and imposed
colonial identities, see Brendan Hokowhitu, “Producing Elite Indigenous Masculinities,” Settler
Colonial Studies 2, no. 2 (2012): 23-48.

136 On tribal literary nationalism and the critique of universalizing tendencies in borderlands
theory and postcolonial hybridity, see Craig S. Womack, Red on Red: Native American Literary
Separatism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999). Womack’s insistence on
community-based, tribally grounded criticism resonates with the literary-nationalist dimensions
of Scott Lyons’s “rhetorical sovereignty” and Daniel Heath Justice’s foregrounding of kinship
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The material stakes of this epistemological insistence are most explicitly made in
frameworks of Indigenous resurgence, grounded normativity, and political refusal. Indigenous
resurgence theorists argue that alternatives to colonial dispossession must be unapologetically
place-based and rooted in Indigenous epistemologies that resistance is, in Simpson’s formulation,
“a radical rejection of contemporary colonialism focused around the refusal of the dispossession
of both Indigenous bodies and land.” This refusal functions as a mode of political and
epistemological resistance to the settler colonial strategy of recognition, which seeks to
domesticate Indigenous claims within the frameworks of the settler state rather than
acknowledge the ethical primacy of land-based relationships. Concepts such as “nested
sovereignties” and “grounded normativity” are ethical frameworks rooted in Indigenous place-
based practices that illuminate how Indigenous nations actively contest and reconfigure imposed
colonial boundaries, transforming the borderland from a metaphor of negotiation into a site of
ongoing, embodied self-determination.? These frameworks directly complement Vizenor’s
survivance, Byrd’s critique of empire’s transit, and Lyons’s rhetorical sovereignty, together

forming an anticolonial theoretical architecture adequate to the borderlands of Montana. '3’

and survivance in Why Indigenous Literatures Matter (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University
Press, 2018).

137 On Indigenous resurgence, refusal, and grounded normativity, see Simpson, 4s We Have
Always Done, 43; and Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks. Simpson’s concept of “nested
sovereignties” and her analysis of the U.S.—Canada border as a site of ongoing Kahnawa:ke
Mohawk contestation demonstrate how Indigenous nations actively reconfigure imposed
boundaries. Coulthard’s critique of the “politics of recognition”—as a settler colonial strategy of
domestication—advances the concept of “grounded normativity,” ethical frameworks enacted
through everyday place-based practices that exceed and contest the colonial state.
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Beyond the literary and political, the decolonial project extends to the epistemic and
methodological “borders” between Indigenous and Western knowledge systems, borders that
colonialism erected and research has historically reinforced.

Foundational critiques of Western research paradigms expose how scholarship has
served as a tool of imperialism, embedding colonial power in knowledge production and
representation, and insist that decolonization is a long-term process of cultural, linguistic, and
psychological transformation that cannot be contained within the settler state’s frameworks of
recognition.'3® These epistemic borderlands are neither purely geographic nor purely
metaphorical: they are literary, cultural, and psychological spaces where Indigenous peoples,
including Pacific and Maori communities whose identities have been partitioned by colonial and
national borders, negotiate sovereignty, kinship, and belonging in the face of ongoing structural
violence.'* Taken together, these frameworks reorient borderlands theory toward the embodied,
gendered, and psychic dimensions of colonial encounter, making visible the intergenerational
impacts of dispossession and the creative, place-based epistemologies through which Indigenous

nations continue to assert their presence. !4’

13% On decolonial methodologies and the epistemic borders between Indigenous and Western
knowledge systems, see Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies. Smith exposes how research has
historically served as a tool of imperialism, embedding colonial power in knowledge production
and representation, and argues that decolonization requires long-term cultural, linguistic, and
psychological transformation.

139 On the literary, cultural, and epistemological borderlands produced by colonial and national
partitioning of Pacific and Maori identities, see Te Punga Somerville, Once Were Pacific. Te
Punga Somerville theorizes the constructed boundaries between “Maori” and “Pacific” as sites
where Indigenous peoples negotiate kinship, identity, and sovereignty in the face of ongoing
colonial partitioning.

140 pihama’s theorization of Kaupapa Maori—grounded in te reo (language), tikanga (custom),
and mana wahine (the authority of Maori women)—and Hokowhitu’s deconstruction of colonial
stereotypes of Maori masculinity together extend borderlands theory to the embodied, gendered,
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Both generative dialogue and critical tension mark the intersection of mainstream
borderlands theory and Indigenous sovereignty frameworks. While borderlands theory offers
powerful tools for understanding hybridity, liminality, and negotiation, Indigenous scholars insist
that any analysis must be grounded in the histories, sovereignties, and epistemologies of Native
nations, and must attend to the ongoing material realities of colonialism and resistance.!*! For
Montana’s borderlands, where Tribal Nations and settler communities negotiate overlapping
sovereignties and histories, these frameworks provide essential tools for comparative,

sovereignty-centered, and justice-oriented analysis.

and psychic dimensions of colonial encounter. See Pihama, “Kaupapa Maori Theory”;
Hokowhitu, “Producing Elite Indigenous Masculinities.” For the psychic and social
“borderlands” created by colonialism and experienced as intergenerational trauma, see also
Leonie Pihama et al., “Positioning Historical Trauma Theory within Aotearoa New Zealand,”
AlterNative: An International Journal of Indigenous Peoples 10, no. 3 (2014): 248-62.

141 Byrd, Transit of Empire, 19-21; Vizenor, Manifest Manners, 1-15; Deloria, Custer Died for
Your Sins, 1-20.
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CHAPTER TWO

UNDERSTANDING MONTANA AS A BORDERLAND

To theorize Montana’s borderlands, this chapter draws upon foundational frameworks
from borderlands theory and Indigenous epistemologies while realizing the limits of settler
ideologies. This approach draws from Anzaldia’s work on liminality, hybridity, nepantla, and the
“open wound” of borderlands theory'*? while critically expanding these concepts through
sustained engagement with Indigenous epistemologies. This chapter foregrounds anticolonial
frameworks that provide a nuanced vocabulary for understanding the psychic and spatial in-
betweenness that defines borderlands' existence, but insists that such frameworks must be rooted
in the specificity of Indigenous sovereignty and experience. Lyons’ concept of rhetorical

sovereignty!'#?

asserts the right of Indigenous peoples to self-representation and narrative agency,
challenging the rhetorical imperialism that often shapes borderlands discourse. Vizenor’s
articulation of survivance as active presence and creative endurance informs this chapter’s
approach to Indigenous persistence and refusal of victimry in the face of ongoing colonial

violence.'** Goeman’s theories of remapping and spatial justice foreground Indigenous agency in

re-narrating and reclaiming land against colonial cartographies,'** while Deloria Jr.’s land-based

142 Gloria Anzaldta, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San Francisco: Aunt Lute
Books, 1987), 25-26, 77-80.

143 Scott Richard Lyons, “Rhetorical Sovereignty: What Do American Indians Want from
Writing?” College Composition and Communication 51, no. 3 (2000): 449—-454; Scott Richard
Lyons, X-Marks: Native Signatures of Assent (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2010), xii—xiii.

144 Gerald Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1999), 5-7.

145 Mishuana Goeman, Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 2-3, 204.
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epistemology grounds sovereignty in the spiritual and territorial relationships that bind people to
place.!*¢ Byrd’s critique of the universalizing logics of mainstream borderlands theory ensures
that Indigeneity is not appropriated as metaphor, but is instead centered as a material and
political reality.'*” Further sharpening the analytic lens, Tuck and Yang’s insistence that
decolonization is not a metaphor but a material project of land repatriation demands that
Montana’s contested terrains be read through the ongoing realities of dispossession and
Indigenous resurgence.'*® These theoretical frameworks are not simply imported to Montana;
rather, they are tested, extended, and sometimes unsettled by the state’s particular histories and
geographies, revealing how colonial and anticolonial histories manifest within its borders and
how Indigenous communities continue to assert sovereignty, remap space, and enact survivance
in response.

The chapter culminates in a prospective literary analysis of Montana rural literature, then
moves to three foundational Montana authors whose works collectively map the region's psychic,
cultural, and material borderlands. Earling brings to the fore the experiences of Indigenous
women in The Lost Journals of Sacajewea, centering agency, gendered violence, and survivance,

and counters the romanization of the Corps of Discovery's colonial exploration.!* Welch’s

146 Vine Deloria Jr., God Is Red: A Native View of Religion (Golden, CO: Fulcrum Publishing,
1994), 62, 6566, 122.

197 Jodi A. Byrd, The Transit of Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 44-45.

14 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization is Not a Metaphor,” Decolonization:
Indigeneity, Education & Society 1, no. 1 (2012): 1-40.

149 Debra Magpie Earling, Perma Red (New York: BlueHen Books, 2002); Debra Magpie
Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea (Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 2023); “Debra
Magpie Earling Named Director of UM Creative Writing Program,” University of Montana
News, 2016; Annick Smith and William Kittredge, eds., The Last Best Place: A Montana
Anthology (Helena: Montana Historical Society Press, 1988).
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Blackfeet-centered novel Fools Crow stages the existential and spatial dislocations wrought by
colonial disruption, while foregrounding Indigenous endurance and adaptation.'>° Doig’s
historical fiction, Dancing at the Rascal Fair, interrogates the mythologies and realities of rural
belonging, settler memory, and the making of place within the ideologies of settler
colonialism.'>! All three novels converge in the border region of the Two Medicine Valley as
interlocutors within Montana’s literary borderlands as chroniclers of its contested histories.

This chapter demonstrates that Montana’s borderlands are not merely sites of loss or
dispossession, but dynamic arenas where extraction, law, and settler agency, and Indigenous
survivance are in constant negotiation. By tracing the entanglements of geography, legal
regimes, and extraction economies, the analysis that follows reveals how worlds are constructed
and contested, and how living borders persist sometimes precariously, always insistently at the

heart of Montana’s past and present.

The Foundations and Evolution of Federal Indian Law: From Papal
Bulls to Contemporary Debates

The legal and political history of Indigenous nations in what is now the United States is
deeply rooted in European doctrines of conquest, religious authority, and colonial expansion. The
trajectory from the 15th-century Papal Bulls to present-day legal debates reveals a persistent
pattern of dispossession, resistance, and negotiation, shaped by shifting legal regimes and the

enduring assertion of Indigenous sovereignty.

150 James Welch, Fools Crow (New York: Viking, 1986).
!lvan Doig, This House of Sky: Landscapes of a Western Mind (New York: Harcourt Brace;
Jovanovich, 1978); Ivan Doig, Dancing at the Rascal Fair (New York: Atheneum, 1987).
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1778-1874 Treaty Era.

The origins of the Doctrine of Discovery, which would become foundational to Federal
Indian Law, can be traced to a series of 15th-century papal bulls. Dum Diversas (1452), issued
by Pope Nicholas V, granted the Portuguese Crown the authority to “invade, conquer, fight,
subjugate the Saracens and pagans, and other infidels and other enemies of Christ,” and to “lead
their persons in perpetual servitude, and to apply and appropriate realms, duchies, royal palaces,
principalities and other dominions, possessions and goods of this kind to you and your use and
your successors the Kings of Portugal.”!>?

This authority was reaffirmed and expanded in Romanus Pontifex (1455), which
sanctioned the seizure of non-Christian lands and the enslavement of their peoples, laying the
groundwork for the transatlantic slave trade and European colonialism.'>® The most
consequential for the Americas was Inter Caetera (1493), issued by Pope Alexander VI, which
divided the “New World” between Spain and Portugal and declared that “any land not inhabited
by Christians was available to be ‘discovered,” claimed, and exploited by Christian rulers.”!>*
These papal decrees provided the theological and legal scaffolding for the Doctrine of Discovery,
which held that Christian European nations acquired sovereignty and property rights over non-

Christian lands upon “discovery”, a principle later enshrined in U.S. law.'*® This doctrine became

the legal foundation for all subsequent U.S. claims to Indigenous lands, including those in

152 “Dum Diversas (English Translation).” Unam Sanctam Catholicam, accessed April 20, 2026,
https://unamsanctamcatholicam.blogspot.com/2011/02/dum-diversas-english-translation.html;
Lindsay G. Robertson, Conquest by Law: How the Discovery of America Dispossessed
Indigenous Peoples of Their Lands. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 8—13, 24-29.
153 Robertson, Conquest by Law, 813, 24-29.

134 Ibid.

155 Tbid.
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Montana. It was explicitly referenced in the Montana Organic Act of 1864, which reserved to the
federal government the exclusive authority to extinguish Indian title and negotiate land
cessions. !>

Early European-Indigenous legal and political interactions further shaped the legal
landscape. Spanish colonial law, exemplified by the Requerimiento of 1513, demanded
Indigenous submission to the Spanish Crown and the Catholic Church under threat of war and
enslavement, invoking papal authority and the right of conquest.!>” British colonial charters, such
as the Virginia Charter of 1606 and the Massachusetts Bay Charter of 1629, granted vast tracts of
land to settlers on the premise that these lands were “not now actually possessed by any Christian
prince or people,” erasing Indigenous sovereignty and justifying English claims through the
doctrine of discovery.!*® The Royal Proclamation of 1763, issued by King George III, recognized
Indigenous nations’ possession of their lands unless ceded or purchased by the Crown,
established a treaty-making process, and prohibited private land purchases. This principle
influenced later U.S. Indian policy.'*® Early treaty relationships, such as the Two Row Wampum
agreement between the Haudenosaunee and Dutch and British authorities, articulated a vision of
mutual recognition and coexistence, even as colonial legal frameworks increasingly denied full

Indigenous sovereignty. '

156 Thid.

157 “El Requerimiento: Spain demands subservience.” Native Voices Timeline, National Library
of Medicine.

158 “The First Charter of Virginia; April 10, 1606.” The Avalon Project, Yale Law School,
accessed April 20, 2026, https://avalon.law.yale.edu/17th_century/va01.asp.

159 «“Royal Proclamation of 1763.” Government of Canada, accessed April 20, 2026,
https://www.rcaanc-cirnac.gc.ca/eng/1370355181092/1607905122267.

160 Vine Deloria Jr., (Standing Rock Sioux) and David E. Wilkins. Tribes, Treaties, and
Constitutional Tribulations. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1999.)
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1830-1887 Removal and Reservation Era. The foundational doctrines of Federal Indian
Law were articulated in the Marshall Trilogy: Johnson v. M’Intosh (1823), Cherokee Nation v.
Georgia (1831), and Worcester v. Georgia (1832). In Johnson v. M’Intosh, Chief Justice John
Marshall held that while Indigenous peoples possessed a right of occupancy, ultimate title
resided with the federal government, which alone could extinguish that right or acquire land
from tribes.!®! Marshall’s reasoning, drawing on the Doctrine of Discovery, relegated Native
nations to a subordinate legal status and facilitated their dispossession.'$? Cherokee Nation v.
Georgia denied the Cherokee Nation standing as a “foreign nation,” designated tribes as
“domestic dependent nations,” and established the trust doctrine, which limited tribal sovereignty
while affirming a federal responsibility for Native affairs.!6* Worcester v. Georgia affirmed the
sovereignty of Native nations and the exclusive federal power to regulate Indian affairs, holding
that state laws had no force within Cherokee territory.!%* Despite this legal victory, President
Andrew Jackson refused to enforce the decision, leading to the forced removal of the Cherokee
to reservations and the Trail of Tears.!®® The contradictory legacy of the Marshall Trilogy, which
simultaneously recognizes and constrains tribal sovereignty, remains central to contemporary

debates in Federal Indian Law.'®

161 Johnson v. M’Intosh, 21 U.S. (8 Wheat.) 543 (1823).

162 Williams Jr., Robert A. Like a Loaded Weapon: The Rehnquist Court, Indian Rights, and the
Legal History of Racism in America. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005.

163 Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, 30 U.S. (5 Pet.) 1 (1831).

164 Worcester v. Georgia, 31 U.S. (6 Pet.) 515 (1832).

165 John R. Wunder, ed. Native Americans and the Law: Native American Law and Colonialism,
Before 1776 to 1903. (New York: Garland, 1996.)

166 Matthew L.M. Fletcher, “The Iron Cold of the Marshall Trilogy.” North Dakota Law Review
82, no. 3 (2006): 627-54.
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The ideology of Manifest Destiny, first articulated by John L. O’Sullivan in 1845,
provided a powerful justification for U.S. territorial expansion and the dispossession of
Indigenous nations.!¢” Manifest Destiny fused nationalist sentiment with a sense of providential
mission, underpinning federal policies such as the Indian Removal Act of 1830 (4 Stat. 411),
which authorized then-President Jackson to negotiate the exchange of Indigenous lands east of
the Mississippi for lands in the West.!6® The Act led to the forced removal of the Five Civilized
Tribes: Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek (Muscogee), and Seminole. During the Trail of
Tears (1838-1839), thousands died from disease, starvation, and exposure.'®® The Treaty Era,
particularly the Fort Laramie Treaties of 1851 and 1868, codified the federal government’s
approach to Indigenous nations, establishing boundaries and reservations, yet frequently
violating or unilaterally altering these agreements, especially after the discovery of gold and the
influx of settlers, encouraged by the U.S. government.!” Legal justifications for these actions
drew on the Doctrine of Discovery, the Commerce Clause, and Supreme Court decisions such as

Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, which subordinated Indigenous rights to national objectives.!”!

167 John L. O’Sullivan, “Annexation.” The United States Magazine and Democratic Review 17
(1845): 5-10.

168 Indian Removal Act of 1830, 4 Stat. 411.

169 «“Trail of Tears,” Library of Congress, accessed April 20, 2026, https://guides.loc.gov/indian-
removal-act.

170 Charles J. Kappler, ed. Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties. Vol. 2. (Washington, D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 1904).

71 Ibid.
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The Homestead Act.

Furthermore, the Homestead Act of 1862 allowed any adult citizen or intended citizen
who had not taken up arms against the United States to claim up to 160 acres of land, provided
they resided on and improved it for five years before receiving title free of charge, or after six
months by purchase at $1.25 per acre.!”? The territory covered approximately 270 million acres
of “federal public domain lands”, primarily located west of the Mississippi River. While the Act
is often celebrated for democratizing land ownership, its implementation depended on the prior
extinguishment of Indigenous title, usually through coerced treaty cessions, executive orders, or
unilateral acts of Congress, which opened vast tracts of Native land to non-Native settlement.!”?
The Act’s reach extended across 30 states and territories, including Kansas, Nebraska, the
Dakotas, Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, Oklahoma, and, through later amendments, southern
and western states such as Alabama, Florida, New Mexico, and Alaska.!” Federal Indian Law
scholars emphasize that the Homestead Act was not a neutral land policy but a legal instrument
of settler colonialism, facilitating the transfer of Indigenous lands to private ownership and

undermining tribal sovereignty.!” Its legacy is one of profound Indigenous land loss and the

172U.S. Congress, "An Act to secure Homesteads to actual Settlers on the Public Domain," May
20, 1862, 12 Stat. 392.

173 Felix S. Cohen, Handbook of Federal Indian Law (Charlottesville: Michie, 1942), 122—125.
174 "Homesteading in America," Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Department of the Interior,
accessed April 20, 2026, https://www.doi.gov/interiormuseum/programs/Homesteading-in-
America.

175 Dunbar-Ortiz, Roxanne. An Indigenous Peoples' History of the United States. Boston: Beacon
Press, 2014; Limerick, Patricia Nelson. The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the
American West. New York: W.W. Norton, 1987.
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entrenchment of legal doctrines that prioritized non-Native settlement over treaty obligations and

Native rights.!”¢

1887-1934 Allotment and Assimilation Era

The late nineteenth century saw the intensification of federal policies aimed at
assimilation and control. The Dawes (General Allotment) Act of 1887 (24 Stat. 388) authorized
the subdivision of tribal communal lands into individual allotments, with the stated goal of
promoting agriculture and assimilation.!”” The Act resulted in the loss of approximately 90
million acres of Native land, about two-thirds of the pre-allotment land base, primarily through
the declaration and sale of “surplus” lands to non-Native settlers.!”® The Major Crimes Act of
1885 (23 Stat. 362) placed certain serious crimes committed by Native Americans in Indian
country under exclusive federal jurisdiction, undermining tribal self-government.'”® The
constitutionality of the Act was upheld in United States v. Kagama (118 U.S. 375, 1886), which
articulated the federal government’s “plenary power” over Indian affairs, a doctrine further
entrenched in Lone Wolf'v. Hitchcock (187 U.S. 553, 1903), where the Court held that Congress
possessed absolute authority to abrogate treaties and manage tribal property.'®® The 1871 Indian
Appropriations Act (16 Stat. 544) ended the practice of treaty-making with tribes, shifting all

future relations to the realm of federal statute and further consolidating congressional

176 Deloria Jr. and Clifford M. Lytle, American Indians, American Justice (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1983), 98—100; Paul W. Gates, History of Public Land Law Development
(Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1968), 583-590.
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Sovereignty and Federal Law. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2001).

179 Major Crimes Act, 1885, 23 Stat. 362.

180 United States v. Kagama, 118 U.S. 375 (1886); Lone Wolf v. Hitchcock, 187 U.S. 553
(1903).



57
authority.!8! The establishment of the Court of Indian Offenses and the Code of Indian Offenses
in 1883 imposed federal criminal and civil codes on reservations, criminalizing traditional
practices and further eroding tribal legal autonomy.'®?

Boarding Schools.

These cases and subsequent actions brought on the assimilation era that resulted in the
federal Indian boarding school era, rooted in a policy of forced assimilation epitomized by
Richard Henry Pratt’s!®3 phrase, “Kill the Indian, Save the Man.”!'®* The establishment of the
Carlisle Indian Industrial School in 1879 and the Fort Belknap boarding school in Montana,
among hundreds of other institutions, was supported by the Civilization Fund Act of 1819 and
subsequent federal regulations that enabled the Bureau of Indian Aftairs (BIA) to enforce
compulsory attendance, often through coercion and the withholding of rations.!®> Children were

subjected to military-style regimentation, prohibition of Native languages and religious practices,

181 Indian Appropriations Act, 1871, 16 Stat. 544.

182 Cohen, Handbook of Federal Indian Law.

183 Richard Henry Pratt (1840-1924) began his involvement with Native Americans as a military
officer, notably supervising Native prisoners at Fort Marion, Florida, from 1875 to 1878. There,
he developed the belief that Indigenous people could be “civilized” through strict discipline,
English-language education, and vocational training. Building on these ideas, Pratt established
the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania in 1879, the first off-reservation boarding
school for Native children. His philosophy, summed up in his 1892 declaration, “Kill the Indian
in him, and save the man”, became the guiding principle for a nationwide system of boarding
schools that sought to erase Native languages, cultures, and identities. Pratt’s model profoundly
shaped federal Indian education policy, leaving a legacy of cultural trauma that Native
communities continue to address today. Richard Henry Pratt, Battlefield and Classroom: Four
Decades with the American Indian, 1867-1904, ed. Robert M. Utley (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2003).

1% David Wallace Adams. Education for Extinction: American Indians and the Boarding School
Experience, 1875—1928, (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1995).

185 Civilization Fund Act, 1819, 3 Stat. 516.
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and widespread abuse, resulting in high mortality rates, profound cultural loss, and generational
trauma. '8¢
The 2022 Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative Investigative Report identified 408
federal schools operating in 37 states and territories, with at least 53 associated burial sites and a
confirmed minimum of 973 student deaths, numbers likely underestimated due to incomplete
records.'®” The 2024 follow-up report expanded these findings and prompted ongoing legislative
efforts to address the legacy of the boarding school era.'®® The boarding schools functioned as a
tool of the broader assimilationist agenda, particularly the Dawes Act, aiming to produce Native
individuals who would abandon tribal identities and integrate into the dominant society.'®® Most
boarding schools continued to operate well into the 1980s and 90s. Education systems today still
reflect and perpetuate the systemic biases of the boarding school era and risk historical erasure of

Indigenous experiences when those histories are withheld or romanticized.

The Dawes Act.

The Dawes Act authorized the U.S. government to divide tribal lands into individual plots for

Native Americans in an effort to promote assimilation and private landownership; this policy led

186 Brenda J. Child, Boarding School Seasons: American Indian Families, 1900—1940. (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1998.)
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to the loss of nearly two-thirds of Native-held lands and severely undermined tribal sovereignty
and cultural cohesion.!”® The Dawes Act, which was implemented across Montana’s reservations,
resulted in massive land loss and the fragmentation of tribal land bases, creating a checkerboard
pattern of ownership and jurisdiction that intensified legal ambiguity and undermined collective
191

sovereignty.

The Destruction of the Buffalo, Starvation Winters, and the Pattern of Broken Promises.

The near-total eradication of the bison on the Northern Plains in the late nineteenth
century was a deliberate and systematic process, deeply intertwined with federal Indian policy
and the subjugation of Plains Indigenous nations. Federal military and political leaders, such as
General Philip Sheridan and Secretary of the Interior Columbus Delano, explicitly endorsed
bison extermination as a tool of Indigenous subjugation, believing that the destruction of the
herds would hasten Indigenous dependence on government rations and facilitate their
assimilation.!*?

In 1868, the U.S. military was engaged in campaigns to subdue Plains tribes resisting
westward expansion and reservation confinement. The destruction of the buffalo, which was
central to Plains Indigenous economies and cultures, was increasingly recognized by military
leaders as a powerful means of coercion. General William T. Sherman’s letter to General Philip

H. Sheridan explicitly frames the loss of game as a deliberate and effective policy tool. He states,

190 Dawes Act, 1887, 24 Stat. 388.
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“The rapid disappearance of game from the former hunting-grounds of the Indians is a matter of
congratulation. It is the most effective means yet adopted for compelling the Indians to settle
down to a fixed home and to cease their nomadic habits. They must learn to live, as all others do,
by labor and industry, and not by hunting and plundering.”!® This perspective was echoed in
broader federal policy and military strategy throughout the late 1860s and 1870s, directly
contributing to the catastrophic decline of the buffalo and the forced dependency of Plains
nations on government rations.'*

The near collapse of the northern herds by 1883 led to catastrophic consequences for
Plains nations, most notably the Blackfeet, who suffered the Starvation Winters of 18831884,
during which at least 500 Blackfeet died of hunger.!*> The 1855 Lame Bull’s Treaty (Blackfoot
Peace Treaty), signed on October 17, 1855, at the Judith River, established a vast Blackfeet
territory, bounded by the Rocky Mountains, the Missouri River, and the Yellowstone River, and
designated a shared hunting ground for multiple tribes for ninety-nine years. While the treaty did
not create a fixed reservation, it recognized Blackfeet sovereignty over a defined territory. It set
the stage for later reductions and the eventual establishment of a reservation and for the
Starvation Winters by (1) defining Blackfeet territory and promising continued hunting rights,
(2) obligating the U.S. to provide rations and annuities, and (3) requiring dependence on the

federal government. As land was lost and bison exterminated, the Blackfeet became entirely

193 William T. Sherman to Philip H. Sheridan, May 10, 1868, Philip Henry Sheridan Papers,
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194 David D. Smits, “The Frontier Army and the Destruction of the Buffalo: 1865-1883,”
Western Historical Quarterly 25, no. 3 (1994): 316.

195 «Blackfeet tribe timeline,” A4A4 Native Arts, March 19, 2013,
https://www.aaanativearts.com/blackfeet-tribe-timeline.



https://www.aaanativearts.com/blackfeet-tribe-timeline

61
reliant on these treaty rations.'’® Chronic federal non-compliance, which culminated in the 1883
congressional funding cut and documented ration reductions, directly caused the mass starvation
of 1883—1884. This pattern of broken promises and neglect was repeated across the northern
plains, with devastating consequences for multiple Indigenous nations. Government rations were
deliberately reduced as a tool of coercion, and the trauma of these years is preserved in
Indigenous oral histories and Winter Counts.'*” The destruction of the bison was not an
unintended consequence of westward expansion, but a central instrument of federal Indian
policy.'?

Federal Law and Nineteenth-Century Implications for Montana
Regions.

The late nineteenth century in Montana was a period of profound transition; a liminal era
where the imposition of new borders, the violence of settler colonialism, and the resilience of
Indigenous nations converged. Through the lens of borderlands theory and Indigenous
scholarship, the Bear River Massacre in Montana, the implementation of the Homestead Acts,
and the establishment of reservations reveal Montana as a contested space of ambiguity,
adaptation, and survivance.

The concept of liminality, as articulated by Turner, describes periods of transition in
which established social and spatial orders dissolve, and new forms of authority and identity are

not yet consolidated. In Montana’s late nineteenth-century borderlands, this liminality was lived

196 Kappler, Indian Affairs, 594-607.
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and embodied: Indigenous nations, settlers, and state actors navigated zones of ambiguity,
violence, and negotiation, where the boundaries of law, territory, and belonging were in flux.!'*
Borderlands theory particularly distinguishes between “borderlands,” zones of interaction,
negotiation, and fluidity, and “borders,” which represent the imposition of fixed lines and
exclusive sovereignty.?%

In Montana, the 1860s—1890s marked the transition from a world where Blackfeet,
Meétis, and other Indigenous nations moved, traded, and negotiated across porous boundaries to a
regime of borders, as the United States and Canada imposed the 49th parallel (“Medicine Line”)
and established reservations with surveyed boundaries.?’! Indigenous scholars such as Goeman
and LaPier emphasize that these imposed borders were not merely lines on a map but
instruments of ongoing spatial violence and containment, continually resisted and remapped by
Indigenous nations through narrative, mobility, and cultural practice.?*?

The imposition of the 49th parallel as the U.S.-Canada border fractured the Blackfeet
Confederacy’s traditional territory, dividing kinship networks and political structures. Despite

the new border, Blackfeet and Piegan bands continued to move freely across the “Medicine

Line,” seeking bison, trade, and refuge from U.S. military campaigns. The rise of the whiskey
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trade, centered at Fort Whoop-Up (est. 1869 in present-day Alberta), further destabilized
Blackfeet society. American traders, circumventing U.S. law, exchanged adulterated whiskey
and firearms for buffalo robes and furs, leading to widespread violence and social disintegration,
a period remembered by the Blackfeet as akaisakoyi (“many dead”).?’* The lawlessness of the
Whoop-Up Trail and the influx of American traders from Montana eroded Blackfeet stability,
setting the stage for increased U.S. military intervention and cross-border surveillance.?**

The Homestead Act of 1862 initially had a limited immediate impact in Montana due to
the region’s arid climate and the unsuitability of 160-acre plots for dryland farming. The first
homestead claim in Montana was filed near present-day Helena in 1868. Still, significant
settlement did not occur until after 1900, when supplementary legislation such as the Enlarged
Homestead Act of 1909 (320 acres) and the Stock-Raising Homestead Act of 1916 (640 acres)
better matched the environmental realities of the northern plains, opening up greater swaths of
land to entice settlement and appropriation of Native lands.?%

Railroad land grants, particularly to the Northern Pacific and Great Northern, played a
decisive role in shaping Montana’s homestead settlement patterns, creating a checkerboard of
alternating railroad and public lands. Both companies aggressively marketed Montana land to

prospective settlers, especially in Europe, offering packages through misinformed brochures,

deals that included transportation and land purchase options.%
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Homesteading in Montana directly intersected with and encroached upon the territories of
the Blackfeet, Crow, Salish, Kootenai, and other Indigenous nations. The establishment of
reservations through treaties and executive orders in the late 19th century was often followed by
reductions in reservation boundaries and the opening of “surplus” lands to non-Native
settlement.?"’

The Dawes Act further fragmented tribal landholdings by allotting parcels to individual
Native families and selling the remainder to settlers, accelerating the loss of Indigenous land and
the checkerboarding of reservation landscapes.?’® For example, the Flathead Reservation lost
significant acreage around Flathead Lake to non-Native settlers after allotment, and the opening
of “surplus” lands in 1910 triggered a wave of homesteading.?’° The period from 1909 to the
early 1920s saw the arrival of the so-called “honyockers”, a diverse group of homesteaders,
many of them recent immigrants, who attempted dryland farming on the Hi-Line and eastern
Montana plains. Many honyocker homesteads were abandoned during the agricultural depression
of the 1920s, leaving a legacy of ghost towns and depopulated rural areas.?'°

The drawing and redrawing of reservation boundaries in Montana created liminal

borderlands, zones of legal, cultural, and economic ambiguity. These boundaries often bisected

207 LaPier, Invisible Reality, 98—101.

208 Malone, Roeder, and Lang, Montana, 181-205.

29 Frederick E. Hoxie, A Final Promise: The Campaign to Assimilate the Indians, 1880—
1920 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1984), 144—150; Melissa L. Meyer, The White
Earth Tragedy: Ethnicity and Dispossession at a Minnesota Anishinaabe Reservation, 1889—
1920 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), 112—115; Montana Historical Society,
"Flathead Allotment Act," Montana: Stories of the Land Teacher's Guide, accessed April 22,
2026, https://mhs.mt.gov.

210 Montana Historical Society, Montana Homesteading Project Records, 20042006, Helena,
MT.



https://mhs.mt.gov/?utm_source=you.com

65
traditional territories, kinship networks, and resource areas, forcing Indigenous nations to
navigate overlapping jurisdictions and shifting alliances.?'! The international border with Canada
further complicated these dynamics, as Blackfeet, Assiniboine, and Gros Ventre communities
maintained cross-border ties and sought refuge from U.S. military campaigns.?'? The late
nineteenth century in Montana was a liminal era, defined by the collapse of old orders and the
violent, uncertain emergence of new ones.

By Executive Order of April 15, 1874, President Ulysses S. Grant established the
Blackfeet Reservation, setting aside a portion of the 1855 treaty territory. Subsequent agreements
and acts of Congress further reduced the reservation: the Act of May 1, 1888 (25 Stat. 129) and
the 1888 Agreement required the Blackfeet, Gros Ventre, and Assiniboine to cede 17.5 million
acres, resulting in the creation of three smaller reservations: Blackfeet, Fort Belknap, and Fort
Peck. The 1895 Agreement further reduced the Blackfeet Reservation by ceding the “Ceded
Strip” along the Rocky Mountain front.?!* The Treaty of Fort Laramie established the Crow
Reservation, signed May 7, 1868, which defined a reservation south of the Yellowstone River
and east of the Crazy Mountains. The reservation’s boundaries were repeatedly reduced through
subsequent agreements: the 1882 cession of the westernmost portion, the 1891 cession of the
northern part, and the 1904 congressional act that established the reservation’s present

boundaries.>!*
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The Hellgate Treaty.

The Hellgate Treaty, signed July 16, 1855, by the Bitterroot Salish, Pend d’Oreille, and
Kootenai tribes, established the “Jocko Reserve” (now the Flathead Reservation) in the Mission
Valley. The treaty required the tribes to cede most of their traditional territory, while reserving
the Bitterroot Salish's right to remain in the Bitterroot Valley until otherwise determined by the
President. In 1871, President Grant ordered the removal of the Salish from the Bitterroot to the
Flathead Reservation, culminating in the forced relocation of Chief Charlo and his followers in
1891.2"° Fort Peck and Fort Belknap Reservations were established by the Act of May 1, 1888,
and the 1888 Agreement, which divided the former Great Northern Reservation into three parts.
Fort Peck became home to the Assiniboine and Sioux (Dakota) nations, while Fort Belknap
provided a homeland for the Gros Ventre (Aaniiih) and Assiniboine (Nakoda).?!®

The implementation of the Homestead Acts and the establishment of reservations were
not isolated events, but interconnected processes that produced new forms of ambiguity,
contestation, and possibility in the Montana borderlands. These borderlands were not merely
sites of loss, but also of survivance and adaptation, where Indigenous nations asserted agency
through mobility, diplomacy, and the maintenance of cultural practices. Vizenor’s concept of
survivance, the active sense of presence and resistance, captures the ongoing assertion of

Indigenous identity and sovereignty in the face of dispossession.?!”
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The Alignment of Federal Indian Law,
Montana Law and Borderlands Theory

Montana’s legal and cultural landscape is a paradigmatic site for understanding how the
evolving timeline of pre- and current Federal Indian Law, beginning with the 15th-century Papal
Bulls and extending to contemporary legal debates, has been enacted, contested, and negotiated
in a borderlands context. The region’s history is marked by the imposition of colonial legal
doctrines, the negotiation of treaties and the issuance of executive orders, the transformation of
land tenure and sovereignty, and the persistent assertion of Indigenous presence and agency.
Borderlands theory provides a critical framework for interpreting these processes as the continual
making and remaking of boundaries, legal, spatial, and cultural, within Montana’s plural and
contested terrain.?!®

Montana’s borderlands were materially constructed through the same series of treaties
and executive orders that both reflected and reinforced the evolving doctrines of federal Indian
law. The 1855 Blackfoot Peace Treaty (Lame Bull’s Treaty), the 1855 Hellgate Treaty, and the
1868 Fort Laramie Treaty (Crow) established reservation boundaries, recognized tribal
territories, and attempted to regulate relations between Indigenous nations and the federal
government.?!® These treaties defined boundaries in geographic detail, but these lines often

conflicted with Indigenous spatial understandings and seasonal movements, producing what Pratt

calls “contact zones,” spaces of negotiation, hybridity, and contestation.**
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The end of the treaty era in 1871, marked by the Indian Appropriations Act (16 Stat.
544), shifted the legal basis of Indigenous-federal relations from treaty to statute, enabling the
federal government to unilaterally alter reservation boundaries and policies.??! Montana’s
reservations, including Fort Peck, Fort Belknap, and Rocky Boy’s, were subsequently
established or modified by executive orders and congressional acts, often without tribal
consent.??> The 1895 Agreement with the Blackfeet, which ceded the “Ceded Strip” (including
the Badger-Two Medicine area) to the United States, exemplifies the coercive context of these
negotiations, as the Blackfeet faced starvation and the collapse of their traditional economy
following the eradication of the bison.??

The history of Federal Indian Law is a history of contested sovereignty, legal innovation,
and enduring Indigenous resistance. From the papal bulls of the fifteenth century to the Supreme
Court decisions of the twenty-first, the legal status of Indigenous nations has been shaped by
doctrines of discovery, conquest, and assimilation, and complicated by overlapping territories

and injustices, as well as by persistent assertions of self-determination and the ongoing struggle

for justice.

Relevance to Now.

Contemporary debates in Federal Indian Law are shaped by recent landmark Supreme
Court decisions, evolving statutory frameworks, and ongoing policy discussions. The 2020

decision in McGirt v. Oklahoma (140 S. Ct. 2452) reaffirmed that the Muscogee (Creek)
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69

Nation’s reservation boundaries had never been disestablished, restoring significant jurisdictional
authority to the Five Tribes and prompting a wave of legal and political challenges regarding
state, federal, and tribal jurisdiction.??* In Brackeen v. Haaland (599 U.S. 255, 2023), the
Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA, 25 U.S.C.
§§ 1901-1963), affirming that its provisions are grounded in the political status of tribal nations
rather than racial classifications.??* The reauthorization of the Violence Against Women Act
(VAWA) in 2022 further recognized tribal jurisdiction over non-Indians for certain crimes
committed in Indian country.??®

The Landback movement and debates over federal land restoration have gained
momentum, informed by international frameworks such as the United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP, 2007), which the U.S. endorsed in 2010.??” Ongoing
debates persist regarding the continued influence of the Doctrine of Discovery, with scholars and
Indigenous advocates calling for its repudiation and for the dismantling of legal doctrines that
perpetuate colonial dispossession.??8

It is important to note key movements in Federal Indian Policy as a process of

understanding and recentering how the past affects the present- a key element in American
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Studies academia. Montana’s transition to statehood in 1889 was governed by the Enabling Act
(25 Stat. 676) and the state constitution, both of which reaffirmed the exclusive federal authority
over Indian lands and the continued application of federal Indian law doctrines within Montana’s
borders.?? Ordinance No.1 of the 1889 Constitution explicitly disclaimed state jurisdiction over
Indian lands, mirroring the language of the Organic Act and the Marshall Trilogy.>*° Early
Montana Supreme Court decisions consistently deferred to federal authority in matters involving
tribal lands and Indian affairs.

The checkered pattern of land tenure resulting from allotment and railroad land grants
produced a legal and spatial borderland where tribal, state, and federal authorities exercised
overlapping and sometimes conflicting powers. The Montana v. United States (1981) Supreme
Court decision, which established the “Montana test” for tribal civil jurisdiction over
nonmembers on fee lands, operationalized the liminality of jurisdiction in these spaces, reflecting
the broader borderlands theory insight that boundaries are sites of ongoing negotiation and
contestation.*! Strate v. A-1 Contractors (1997) further limited tribal authority in spaces where
state and tribal interests overlap, reinforcing the patchwork of jurisdiction characteristic of

Montana’s legal landscape.?*
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Montana’s statutory framework, particularly MCA § 2-15-141, explicitly recognizes the
unique status of tribes as sovereigns and the necessity of government-to-government relations,
reflecting a borderlands sensibility that acknowledges overlapping sovereignties and the need for
negotiated, context-specific solutions.?** The negotiation of tribal-state water compacts, such as
the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes, Montana Compact, further illustrates the ongoing
negotiation of boundaries and resources in Montana’s borderlands.?**

Recent Supreme Court decisions, such as McGirt v. Oklahoma (2020) and Brackeen v.
Haaland (2023), have significant implications for Montana’s tribal nations, particularly
regarding reservation boundaries, jurisdiction, and the protection of Indigenous children and
families.>*> Montana tribes have invoked these decisions in litigation and policy advocacy,

seeking to clarify the status of reservation lands and to assert jurisdiction over child welfare and

other matters.>**The Landback movement and recent land restoration initiatives, such as the
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transfer of the National Bison Range to the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes, exemplify
the ongoing contestation and renegotiation of land boundaries and the persistence of Indigenous
land relations despite colonial dispossession.?’

The legacy of boarding schools, as documented in the Federal Indian Boarding School
Initiative reports, continues to shape contemporary efforts at truth-telling, memorialization, and
healing in Montana, underscoring the enduring impact of legal and policy regimes that sought to
erase Indigenous presence and identity.?*® The invocation of the United Nations Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) by Montana tribal governments reflects the use of
multiple legal orders, tribal, federal, and international, to assert rights and challenge colonial
boundaries.**

Montana’s legal geography, characterized by multiple Tribal Nations, the international
Canadian border, and a dispersed Reservation and non-reservation lands, exemplifies the
dynamics of borderlands as zones of liminality, hybridity, and contestation.?*” The persistence of
tribal courts, the assertion of treaty rights, and contemporary movements for land restoration and
jurisdictional recognition all exemplify the ongoing negotiation and contestation of borderlands

in law and practice.?*!

237 Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes, “National Bison Range Restoration,” 2021,

238 U.S. Department of the Interior, Federal Indian Boarding School Initiative Investigative
Report, Vol. 11 (2024), 112-120.

239 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, G.A. Res. 61/295, U.N.
Doc. A/RES/61/295 (2007); Montana American Indian Caucus, “UNDRIP and Montana Tribes:
Policy Brief,” 2022.

240 Hogue, Metis and the Medicine Line, 3-5.

241 Vizenor, Manifest Manners, 15-17.
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Legal doctrines, both state and federal, have functioned as instruments of borderlands
construction, producing zones of liminality and legal ambiguity for Indigenous nations.
Montana’s legal history, shaped by treaties, statutes, court decisions, and ongoing negotiation,
reveals the deep entanglement of law, geography, and cultural survival in the region’s past and
present. Borderlands theory provides a critical lens for interpreting these dynamics, emphasizing

that boundaries are not fixed but are sites of ongoing negotiation, hybridity, and resistance.

Montana’s Extraction Capital: Superfund Sites, Rural and
Indigenous Health, MMIP, and Jurisdictional Crisis

Montana’s legacy as an extraction capital is inseparable from its mining history,
the dominance of the Anaconda Copper Mining Company, and the environmental and
social consequences of industrial pollution. Many of the state’s Superfund sites are on or
near Native American reservations and continue to expose Indigenous communities to
carcinogens and toxic waste, fueling health disparities and compounding the crisis of
Missing and Murdered Indigenous Persons (MMIP). These harms are exacerbated by the
presence of man camps, jurisdictional barriers, and the overlay of military infrastructure,
making Montana’s borderlands a site of ongoing negotiation, vulnerability, and resistance.
Montana’s rise as an extraction capital began with gold discoveries in the 1860s, but it
was the copper boom in Butte that defined the state’s industrial identity. The Anaconda Copper
Mining Company, founded in 1880, rapidly consolidated control over Butte’s mines and
smelters, producing over 20.8 billion pounds of copper, 3 million ounces of gold, and 709
million ounces of silver from the 1880s through the 1990s. By the early twentieth century,

Anaconda controlled more than 18% of the world’s copper supply and operated the world’s
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largest non-ferrous smelter in Anaconda. The shift to open-pit mining in the 1950s created the
Berkeley Pit, which, after mining ceased in 1982, became a vast reservoir of acidic, metal-laden

water and a symbol of the environmental costs of extraction.*?

The Zortman-Landusky Mine (Fort Belknap Reservation

The Zortman-Landusky Mine (Fort Belknap Reservation). Located less than a mile from
the Fort Belknap Indian Community, the Zortman-Landusky gold mine is a major source of acid
mine drainage and heavy metal contamination. The site has released arsenic, lead, cadmium,
selenium, nitrate, and cyanide, many of which are classified as Group 1 carcinogens by the IARC
and EPA, into Mission Canyon and Peoples Creek, water sources used for daily life and
ceremonies. Chronic exposure is linked to increased risks of cancer, kidney disease, and
neurocognitive disorders. Remediation has cost over $77 million, with perpetual water treatment

expected for centuries due to persistent acid mine drainage.243

Columbia Falls Aluminum Company (CFAC) Superfund
Site (Flathead Reservation Proximity)

The CFAC site, along the Flathead River and within the Aboriginal territory of the
Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes, is contaminated with cyanide, fluoride, arsenic,
barium, cadmium, selenium, and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs). These substances
pose cancer, reproductive, and neurological risks. The EPA’s plan involves capping contaminated

soil and groundwater monitoring, but tribal leaders have raised concerns about the adequacy of

242 Montana Historical Society, “Montana: Stories of the Land”’; NASA Earth Observatory,
“Berkeley Pit: Butte, Montana”; University of Montana, “Anaconda—A Montana Gem.”

243 «Zortman-Landusky gold and silver mines,” Great Falls Tribune, 2018; “Mining and
Environmental Health Disparities in Native American Communities,” Environmental Health
Perspectives, 2017.
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containment and the risk to fisheries and traditional foods.?**The Butte/Anaconda/Clark Fork
Superfund complex, one of the largest in the U.S., is located near the Flathead and Blackfeet
reservations, with documented contamination of water and soil by arsenic, lead, cadmium, and
other carcinogens. The Fort Peck Reservation is affected by upstream mining and smelting sites,

with heavy metals contaminating river sediments and floodplains.*

Health Impacts and Disparities

In Libby, Montana, asbestos exposure from the W.R. Grace vermiculite mine led to the
deaths of nearly 10% of the town’s population from asbestosis and mesothelioma, with Lincoln
County reporting the highest mesothelioma death rate in the state.?*® In Butte and Anaconda,
standardized mortality ratios for cancer, cardiovascular, and organ failure are significantly
elevated compared to state and national averages.?*’ Native Americans living near abandoned
mines have higher rates of kidney disease, hypertension, cancer, and birth defects, with cancer
mortality rates increasing over a 20-year period.?*® Over 600,000 Native Americans in the

western U.S. live within 10 km of an abandoned mine, and 97% of nickel, 89% of copper, and

244 “Columbia Falls Aluminum Company site along the Flathead River,” Montana Free Press,
2025; “CSKT demands input on Columbia Falls Superfund cleanup,” Missoula Current, 2024.
245 United States Environmental Protection Agency, “Superfund Sites in Reuse in Montana,”;
“Montana National Priority List (Superfund) Sites,” eco-usa.net, 2025.

246 «Superfund Sites in Reuse in Montana,” US EPA; “Montana National Priority List
(Superfund) Sites,” eco-usa.net, 2025.

247 Jordan Lewis et al., “Mining and Environmental Health Disparities in Native American
Communities,” Current Environmental Health Reports 4, no. 2 (2017): 130-141.

248 Ibid.
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68% of cobalt reserves in the U.S. are within 35 miles of reservations.>* MMIP, Man Camps, and
Jurisdictional Barriers

Montana’s MMIP crisis is deeply intertwined with the state’s extractive industries and the
presence of man camps. Indigenous people account for over 25% of Montana’s missing persons
cases, despite being less than 7% of the population. Nearly 80% of missing Indigenous persons
are teenagers under 18.2°° The Bakken oil boom region, which includes eastern Montana and the
Fort Peck Reservation, has seen a documented rise in trafficking and MMIP cases associated
with the influx of transient workers and man camps.?®' Native American women are murdered at
rates up to 10 times higher than the national average in some areas, and more than 4 in 5 Native
American women (84.3%) have experienced violence in their lifetime, including 56.1% who
have experienced sexual violence.?>? Substance abuse, suicide, and accidental deaths are also
elevated in communities near extraction sites and man camps.?>* Jurisdictional barriers stemming

from the Major Crimes Act, Oliphant v. Suquamish (1978),>* and limitations on tribal

2% Investor Advocates for Social Justice, Shifting Gears Part II: Indigenous Peoples' Rights and
Mining in the U.S. (2023), https://iasj.org/shifting-gears-part-ii-indigenous-peoples-rights-and-
mining-in-the-u-s/.

250 Montana Attorney General’s Office, “Missing Persons Data Analysis 2017-2019”; Urban
Indian Health Institute, “Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls Report,”
https://www.uihi.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Missing-and-Murdered-Indigenous-Women-
and-Girls-Report.pdf.

21U.S. Department of Justice, “Data & Research,” https://www.justice.gov/tribal/mmip/data-
research; Sovereign Bodies Institute, MMIP Reports.

232 Andre B. Rosay, “Violence Against American Indian and Alaska Native Women and Men,”
National Institute of Justice, 2016.

253 Indian Health Service, “Behavioral Health Fact Sheets,” 2024; Ranch Creek Recovery,
“Native American Drug Usage Statistics and Treatment Options,” 2024.

254 Oliphant v. Suquamish Indian Tribe (1978) is a landmark U.S. Supreme Court case ruling that
Indian tribal courts lack inherent criminal jurisdiction to try and punish non-Indians, unless
specifically authorized by Congress. It held that such jurisdiction is inconsistent with the tribes'



https://www.uihi.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Missing-and-Murdered-Indigenous-Women-and-Girls-Report.pdf
https://www.uihi.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Missing-and-Murdered-Indigenous-Women-and-Girls-Report.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/tribal/mmip/data-research
https://www.justice.gov/tribal/mmip/data-research
https://www.justice.gov/tribal/mmip/data-research

77
prosecution of non-Native offenders create impunity for crimes committed in man camp
contexts. The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) 2022 amendments expanded tribal

criminal jurisdiction, but implementation remains uneven and under-resourced.?*

Military Infrastructure: Malmstrom AFB Missile Silos and
Environmental Risk

Montana hosts 150 active Minuteman III missile silos, managed by the 341st Missile
Wing at Malmstrom Air Force Base. Environmental investigations have documented unsafe
levels of PCBs (probable human carcinogen) and asbestos at launch control facilities, with some
areas exceeding EPA safety standards by 50 times.?*® At least nine current or former missileers at
Malmstrom have been diagnosed with non-Hodgkin lymphoma, and over 200 cancer cases have
been self-reported among missileers and their families.>>” The Air Force has engaged in tribal

consultation with 63 tribes regarding the Sentinel ICBM modernization®*®. Still, tribal

status as "domestic dependent nations". Oliphant v. Suquamish Indian Tribe, 435 U.S. 191
(1978)

235 National Congress of American Indians, “Policy Priorities,”
https://www.ncai.org/section/vawa/overview/policy-priorities.

236 «“Carcinogens found at Montana nuclear missile sites as reports of hundreds of cancers
surface,” Great Falls Tribune, August 8, 2023; EPA Superfund Site Profile: Malmstrom Air
Force Base.

257 “Nuclear strike chief seeks cancer review of missile crews serving at Malmstrom Air Force
Base,” Great Falls Tribune, January 30, 2023.

258 The Sentinel ICBM modernization (LGM-35A) is a U.S. Air Force program to replace the 50-
year-old Minuteman III missiles with a new, advanced weapon system designed to last until
2075. Led by Northrop Grumman, it overhauls 450 silos, command centers, and 40,000 square
miles of infrastructure across five states, providing a more secure, capable land-based leg of the
nuclear triad. Air Force Global Strike Command, "FACT SHEET: LGM-35A Sentinel," accessed
March 12, 2026, https://www.afgsc.af.mil/Portals/51/Docs/Sentinel/LGM-
35A%20Sentinel%20Fact%20Sheet%20ca0%206%20Apr.pdf.
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representatives have raised concerns about the adequacy of consultation and the cumulative

impacts on cultural sites and treaty rights.?’

Extraction-Capital and Military Infrastructure, Relevance
To Now

Montana’s extraction economy has produced immense mineral wealth but also a legacy
of environmental injustice, health disparities, and social crisis, especially for Indigenous
communities living near mines, Superfund sites, and extraction corridors. The intersection of
toxic exposure, MMIP, and jurisdictional barriers underscores the ongoing vulnerability of
Montana’s borderlands, even as Indigenous nations assert agency through resistance, adaptation,
and demands for justice. Applying Chase and Johnson’s application of Mbembe’s necropolitics
to the Bakken oil region powerfully illuminates how the settler state’s authority is enacted
through the deliberate spatial production of Indigenous vulnerability and the systematic denial of
justice.?*® Drawing on Mbembe’s concept of “death-worlds,”?®! zones where populations are
exposed to conditions of slow violence, abandonment, and premature death, they argue that the
Bakken exemplifies necropolitical governance in a settler colonial context, where the sovereign’s
power is exercised not only by direct violence but by structuring the very geography of
disposability. Specifically, they identify three interlocking settler tactics, the entrenchment of
gendered economic inequalities and tribal divisiveness through uneven oil-derived wealth and

structural poverty; the proliferation of transient, predominantly non-Native male laborers in

259 Air Force Global Strike Command, Sentinel Environmental Impact Statement; United States
Air Force, “Draft Environmental Assessment for Malmstrom Air Force Base.”

260 Marie Case & Adrienne Johnson, "Oil extraction and Indigenous women: Examining the
necropolitics of the settler state in the Bakken region," Indigenous Feminist Studies Quarterly 2,
no. 1 (2024): 5-7.

261 Achille Mbembe, "Necropolitics," Public Culture 15, no. 1 (2003)
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industrial “man camps,” which correlates with sharp increases in sexual assault, trafficking, and
MMIP cases empirically evidenced by a 75% rise in sexual assaults on the Fort Berthold
reservation and a 70% increase in violent victimization in the Bakken region during the oil
boom; and the maintenance of jurisdictional fragmentation, rooted in federal Indian law and
Supreme Court decisions such as Oliphant v. Suquamish (1978) and the Major Crimes Act,
which strip tribal nations of the authority to prosecute non-Native offenders and create a “legal
vacuum” where crimes against Indigenous women are rarely prosecuted.?%

These spatial and legal arrangements, compounded by underfunded policing and
environmental harms from oil extraction, render Indigenous women and communities acutely
vulnerable to violence and environmental risk, while systematically denying them access to
justice and protection. In this way, the Bakken region becomes a paradigmatic necropolitical
zone: a space where the settler state’s management of law, territory, and economic opportunity
actively produces Indigenous disposability, normalizing ongoing colonial violence and the
attrition of Indigenous life.?%

Montana’s landscape is not merely a backdrop but an active, contested borderland shaped

by extraction, industrial pollution, and the enduring presence and resistance of Indigenous

nations. The intersection of environmental degradation, health disparities, and the MMIP crisis

262 Chase & Johnson, "Oil extraction and Indigenous women,” 5-7; Mbembe, "Necropolitics,"
11-40; U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics, “Violent Victimization in the Bakken Oil-Producing
Region,” 2019; Sarah Deer, “The Limits of the State: Feminist and Sovereignty Approaches to
Gendered Violence,” Daedalus 150, no. 2 (2021): 77-89; National Congress of American
Indians, “Policy Priorities: VA Jurisdiction,” 2024.

263 National Congress of American Indians, “Policy Priorities: VA Jurisdiction,” 2024.
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reveals a region where the scars of colonialism and industry are inseparable from ongoing
struggles for justice, survivance, and resurgence.

Despite these intersecting crises, Montana’s Indigenous nations continue to assert agency
and resilience. The Blackfeet Nation’s leadership in sacred site protection, food sovereignty, and
language revitalization exemplifies what Gerald Vizenor calls “survivance,” the active sense of
presence and resistance. Recent scholarship by LaPier, Goeman, and Neely et al.?** highlights
the resurgence of Indigenous knowledge, environmental justice advocacy, and the reclamation of
land and language as central to Montana’s future. The ongoing fight to protect Badger-Two
Medicine,?® the restoration of bison herds, and the mobilization against MMIP are not only acts
of survival but of resurgence, redefining the meaning of borderlands in the twenty-first century.

Yet, as this chapter insists, the borderlands of Montana are not merely zones of hybridity
or loss. The state’s extraction economy, anchored by the Anaconda Copper Mining Company,
the Berkeley Pit, and a constellation of Superfund sites, has produced immense wealth alongside
enduring environmental injustice.?*® The disproportionate health burdens borne by Indigenous
communities near Zortman-Landusky, Libby, and Columbia Falls Aluminum, compounded by
the presence of military missile silos and the toxic legacy of mining, exemplify what Nixon

terms “slow violence”: the gradual, often invisible, accumulation of harm across generations.?®’

264 J. Neely, B. Sutton, R. Kistabish, R. LaPier, & K. Carpenter, “Indigenous Language Leaders:
Perspectives on the International Decade of Indigenous Languages.” Colorado Environmental
Law Journal 34 (Spring 2023): 29-52.

265 Solenex, LLC v. Bernhardt. 962 F.3d 520 (D.C. Cir. 2020).

266 Michael P. Malone, Richard B. Roeder, and William L. Lang, Montana: A History of Two
Centuries (Seatle: University of Washington Press, 1991), 181-205; United States
Environmental Protection Agency, “Butte/ Anaconda/Clark Fork Superfund Complex.”
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University Press, 2011), 2-3; Jordan Lewis et al., "Mining and Environmental Health Disparities
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The MMIP crisis is inseparable from these extractive geographies, with man camps and
jurisdictional barriers rendering Indigenous women and girls especially vulnerable to violence
and disappearance.?*® Chase and Johnson’s application of Mbembe’s necropolitics to the
Bakken region underscores how the settler state’s power is exercised through the spatial

production of vulnerability and the denial of justice.?*’

The Landscape As A Site of Transformation and
Negotiation: Rocky Mountains, Two Medicine Country

Montana’s Highline and Two Medicine region exemplifies a liminal borderland where
dramatic topography, ecological diversity, and layered histories of Indigenous, industrial, and
settler land use converge. Through the frameworks of borderlands theory and liminal space, this
landscape emerges as a dynamic site of transformation and negotiation, shaping and being
shaped by Blackfeet/Piegan stewardship, settler agriculture, and ongoing legal, environmental,
and cultural contestation.

This region stretches from the abrupt rise of the Rocky Mountain Front to the glacial
valleys of the Two Medicine basin and the open plains of northern Montana: a paradigmatic
ecotone, a zone of transition between the Northern Rockies and the Great Plains. The Continental
Divide that runs along the Lewis Range forms a hydrological and ecological boundary, while

passes such as Marias Pass (1,585 m/5,200 ft) have long served as corridors for migration, trade,

in Native American Communities," Current Environmental Health Reports 4, no. 2 (2017): 130—
141.

268 Annita Lucchesi, “MMIP in States Impacted by the Keystone XL Pipeline,” Sovereign Bodies
Institute, 2023; Abigail Echo-Hawk, “Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women & Girls
Report,” Urban Indian Health Institute, 2018.

269 Chase & Johnson, "Oil extraction and Indigenous women,” 5-7; Mbembe, "Necropolitics,"
11-40.
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and cultural exchange. The region’s topography is marked by glacially carved valleys, moraines,
and dramatic overthrusts, notably the Lewis Overthrust, which thrusts ancient rocks over
younger strata, creating iconic features like Chief Mountain and the Two Medicine Lake
basin.?”

The natural boundaries are not merely physical but also cultural and spiritual thresholds;
what Victor Turner terms “liminal spaces,” where established orders dissolve, and new forms of
identity and relationship emerge.?’! The landscape’s abrupt transitions foster high biodiversity
and rapid shifts in climate, vegetation, and land use, reinforcing its status as a borderland in both
ecological and human terms.?”

The region’s flora and fauna reflect its status as an ecological borderland. Grassland
species such as bluebunch wheatgrass and rough fescue dominate the plains, while subalpine fir,
Douglas fir, and limber pine characterize the foothills and montane forests. Wet meadows and
seeps support camas (Camassia quamash), a staple food for Indigenous peoples, while rocky
slopes yield bitterroot (Lewisia rediviva), a sacred plant in Blackfeet tradition. Serviceberry

(Amelanchier alnifolia) and beargrass (Xerophyllum tenax) are important for both wildlife and

Blackfeet material culture.?” Keystone animal species, bison, elk, grizzly bear, bighorn sheep,

270 United States Geological Survey, Geology of Glacier National Park and the Flathead Region,
Northwestern Montana; National Park Service, Geodiversity Atlas—Glacier National Park,
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Research, “Ecology of the Rocky Mountains.”
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(Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 2024).
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and wolves move along migratory corridors that traverse the mountain-plains interface. Bison,
once numbering in the millions, shaped the grasslands and structured the Blackfeet's subsistence
and ceremonies. Grizzly bears, apex predators and spiritual figures, move between valleys and
high country, embodying the permeability of ecological and cultural borders. Indigenous
ecological knowledge, as documented by Robin Wall Kimmerer (Potawatomi), emphasizes
reciprocal relationships with these species and the land, viewing the landscape as a living
participant in cultural and ecological processes.>’*

For time immemorial, the Blackfeet (Amskapi Piikani) have shaped and been shaped by
the Two Medicine region through seasonal rounds of hunting, plant gathering, and ceremony.
Communal bison hunts, using piskan (buffalo jumps) and drive lines, exemplified sophisticated
ecological knowledge and social organization. Plant harvesting camas, bitterroot, berries, and
sweetgrass was governed by protocols of respect, ceremony, and sustainable management.?’ Its
rivers, lakes, and wetlands are central to Blackfeet spiritual geography. It is a site for vision
quests, sweat lodges, and the Okan (Sun Dance), and figures prominently in creation stories and
oral tradition.?’® Seasonal migrations between the plains and mountains structured Blackfeet

social life, with the region serving as a gathering place, a refuge, and a threshold between

worlds.® Indigenous scholars such as LaPier and Curly Bear Wagner emphasize that these

274 Kimmerer, The Serviceberry.

275 LaPier, Invisible Reality, 1-7; Kimmerer, The Serviceberry.

276 Curly Bear Wagner, “Blackfeet Sacred Geography,” in Montana Native Histories and
Contemporary Issues, edited by Rosalyn LaPier and David Beck (Missoula: University of
Montana Press, 2020), 133—145.



84
practices are not relics of the past but ongoing acts of survivance, active presence, adaptation,
and resistance in the face of colonial disruption.?”’

The Blackfeet Nation’s relationship to the landscapes of northwestern Montana is not
merely historical or sentimental; it is ceremonial, reciprocal, and continuously enacted through
cultural practice, legal advocacy, and community-driven governance. Specific sites within the
Two Medicine region are inseparable from Blackfeet cosmology and ceremonial life, with vision
quests and the Sun Dance bound to particular landforms through protocols of offering, respect,
and spiritual engagement.?’®

This understanding of landscape as a living, animate participant in human life finds a
compelling theoretical parallel in Robin Wall Kimmerer’s (Potawatomi Nation) work on
reciprocity. Drawing on the serviceberry as a central metaphor, Kimmerer argues that Indigenous
land ethics proceed from an economy of abundance rooted in mutual giving rather than
extraction, one in which humans occupy the role of co-participants in ecological and spiritual
cycles rather than sovereign owners of natural resources.?’” Hence, the land is not a passive
backdrop to cultural life but an active, relational community whose health and integrity are
inseparable from the well-being of the people who belong to it. For the Blackfeet, stewardship is
therefore not a management strategy but a mode of being, an ongoing negotiation of
responsibility with a world understood to be sentient and morally significant.

The implications of this relational framework extend into the domains of food systems

and community health, where sovereignty over land directly translates into sovereignty over

277 LaPier, Invisible Reality, 1-7; Wagner, “Blackfeet Sacred Geography,” 133—145.
278 LaPier, Invisible Reality, 98—101.
27 Kimmerer, The Serviceberry.
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sustenance. The Blackfeet Nation’s Agriculture Resource Management Plan (ARMP) documents
how the Nation exercises stewardship over approximately 1.5 million acres by integrating
traditional ecological knowledge with contemporary agricultural science, forging Indigenous-led
research partnerships that center community voice and cultural continuity.?®’ Food sovereignty is
not merely a policy outcome but an act of survivance.?®! In this sense, the cultivation and
recovery of traditional foodways on Blackfeet homelands is a ceremonial and political act
simultaneously, one that reasserts the same reciprocal relationship with the land that LaPier
identifies in the ceremonial protocols of the Two Medicine region. Farming, grazing, and
gathering on ancestral territory are, within this framework, continuous with the vision quests and
Sun Dance ceremonies that have bound the Blackfeet to the landscape for generations. Food
sovereignty thus emerges as a living expression of the stewardship ethic that Kimmerer
theorizes, instantiated in the specific ecological and political conditions of the Montana
borderlands.

The legal dimension of this stewardship struggle crystallizes most vividly in the
Blackfeet Nation’s decades-long effort to protect the Badger-Two Medicine area from oil and
gas development, a campaign that ultimately produced a landmark precedent in federal appellate
law. In Solenex, LLC v. Bernhardt, the United States Court of Appeals for the District of
Columbia Circuit upheld the Secretary of the Interior’s cancellation of an oil and gas lease within

the Badger-Two Medicine, ruling that the lease had been improperly issued without adequate

280 C. Paul et al., "Blackfeet Innovation Pathways to Food Sovereignty: Sustainability Through
Indigenous-Led Research Partnerships," Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems 8 (2024): Article
1303408, https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2024.1303408.
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environmental review or meaningful tribal consultation.?®? The court’s reasoning affirmed not
only procedural failures but implicitly recognized the area’s singular cultural and religious
significance to the Blackfeet Nation, making the decision a pivotal moment in the broader legal
history of Indigenous sacred site protection on federal lands. This outcome was not a sudden
policy reversal but the culmination of advocacy that stretched across multiple decades, pursued
through administrative channels, public education, and coalition-building, representing a decisive
shift in the federal government’s willingness to treat tribal consultation as a substantive
obligation rather than a bureaucratic formality.?®* The Solenex ruling thus stands as a legal
codification of the relational principles that LaPier and Kimmerer articulate in the cultural and
ecological registers: that certain landscapes carry obligations, and that those obligations must be
honored through governance as much as through ceremony.

The Two Medicine region, the Badger-Two Medicine, and the broader Blackfeet
homeland are not simply places of historical memory but active sites of ongoing ceremonial
practice, community food production, and legal contestation, each of which constitutes a distinct
but interrelated mode of asserting presence and continuity. Placed within the framework of
Montana as a historical and cultural borderland, the Blackfeet Nation has never ceded its
relationship to the land, not through colonization, not through the suppression of ceremony, and
not through the imposition of resource extraction economies. Instead, that relationship has been
defended, adapted, and reasserted across every available domain, from the vision quest sites of

Two Medicine to the appellate courts of Washington, D.C.

282 Solenex, LLC v. Bernhardt, 962 F.3d 520 (D.C. Cir. 2020).
283 Rosalyn R. LaPier, "Native Americans' Decades Long Struggle for Control Over Sacred
Lands is Making Progress," The Conversation, September 30, 2022.
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Parks, Homesteading, and Ranching

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries brought dramatic transformation as
settler homesteading, ranching, and agriculture expanded along the Hi-Line and Rocky Mountain
Front. The Enlarged Homestead Act of 1909 and the Stock-Raising Homestead Act of 1916
spurred the wave of settlement, with the Great Northern Railway facilitating access and shaping
the spatial organization of towns and farms.?®* Dryland wheat farming and cattle ranching
supplanted bison and Indigenous land management, while irrigation projects enabled more
intensive agriculture in river valleys. The checkerboard pattern of land ownership, dictated by
railroad grants and federal surveys, fragmented the landscape and displaced Blackfeet and other
Indigenous land uses.?*®

Despite these pressures, some Blackfeet communities adapted by incorporating cattle and
horse ranching, dryland farming, and conservation practices, often blending traditional
ecological knowledge with new methods. Contemporary Blackfeet ranchers and farmers
continue to negotiate the demands of economic survival, cultural continuity, and ecological
stewardship.?%® The 1895 Agreement between the Blackfeet Nation and the United States ceded
the Rocky Mountain Front, including the Two Medicine area, in exchange for reserved rights to
hunt, fish, and gather wood. This “Ceded Strip” became a liminal legal and cultural space: no

longer fully under Blackfeet sovereignty, yet not wholly assimilated into the settler state.?®’
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The creation of Glacier National Park in 1910 further transformed the region, excluding
the Blackfeet from traditional land use and ceremonial practices, even as the park appropriated
Blackfeet landscapes as national icons.?®® The Badger-Two Medicine area, within the Ceded
Strip and adjacent to the park, remains a site of ongoing negotiation and contestation. For
decades, the Blackfeet Nation has fought to protect this sacred landscape from oil and gas
development, culminating in the cancellation of federal leases and the recognition of the area as a
Traditional Cultural District. The establishment of the park was a transformative event that
dispossessed both the Blackfeet Nation and settler farming and ranching communities in
northwestern Montana. Through federal legislation, land cessions, and the imposition of new
land use regimes, the park’s creation erased Indigenous presence, disrupted local economies, and
redefined the region’s social and cultural landscape.”®

The Highline/Two Medicine region emerges as a dynamic site of transformation and
negotiation. Its topography, ecological diversity, and layered histories of Indigenous and settler
land use create a landscape that is both a boundary and a bridge, a place where identities,
sovereignties, and relationships are continually remade.*° Indigenous scholars such as LaPier,
Kimmerer, and Goeman foreground the agency of the land itself, emphasizing that landscapes

are not passive backdrops but active participants in processes of memory, adaptation, and

288 Clyde A. Milner II, “National Parks and the Myth of the West: The Case of Glacier National
Park,” in A New Significance: Re-envisioning the History of the American West, edited by
Clyde A. Milner II (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 238-256.

289 Mark David Spence, Dispossessing the Wilderness: Indian Removal and the Making of the
National Parks. New York: Oxford University Press, 1999.

2% Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron, “From Borderlands to Borders: Empires, Nation-States,
and the Peoples in Between in North American History,” The American Historical Review 104,
no. 3 (1999): 814-841; Hogue, Metis and the Medicine Line, 3-5.
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resurgence.?’! The ongoing contestation over the Badger-Two Medicine, the persistence of
Blackfeet ceremony and stewardship, and the adaptation of both Indigenous and settler
communities to ecological and economic change all testify to the region’s enduring significance
as a liminal borderland. But there is a more complex and darker side that wounds Montana’s

borderlands, one embedded in extraction capital, disease, and environmental disruption.

Montana, Borderlands Theory, and the Literary Imagination

Montana’s history and cultural geography, as traced throughout this chapter, reveal a
region defined not by the fixity of borders but by the generative, often painful, work of
negotiation, refusal, and resurgence. The Highline and Two Medicine region, with its abrupt
ecotones and storied landscapes, stands as a living testament to the Blackfeet Nation’s enduring
relationship to land; a relationship articulated through ceremony, food sovereignty, and legal
advocacy. The legal victory in Solenex, LLC v. Bernhardt (2020), which protected the Badger-
Two Medicine from extractive incursion, is not merely a triumph of policy but a codification of
these deeper ontologies of place.?”?

The nineteenth century emerges in the Two Medicine region as a liminal era, marked by
the violence of the Bear River Massacre, the imposition of the Homestead Acts, and the
fracturing of Blackfeet kinship networks by the “Medicine Line.”?*> We see Montana as a site

where old orders collapse and new forms of authority and identity are violently, yet

1 LaPier, Invisible Reality, 1-7; Kimmerer, The Serviceberry.; Goeman, Mark My Words, 1-5,
33-36

292 Solenex, LLC v. Bernhardt, 962 F.3d 520.

293 Paul R. Wylie, Blood on the Marias: The Baker Massacre (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 2016); Hogue, Metis and the Medicine Line, 101-120.
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incompletely, imposed.?** The border is not a line but a wound, as Anzaldua writes; a site of
nepantla, where
The theoretical frameworks marshaled here: borderlands theory, Indigenous
epistemologies, and Indigenous feminist analysis converge to offer a more rigorous, justice-
centered understanding of the instability of identity and sovereignty, which is both a source of

trauma and creative possibility.?*>

reading of Montana’s past and present. Classical borderlands
theory, as articulated by Anzaldta, foregrounds negotiation and the instability of borders.>® Yet,
as Goeman, Lyns, Vizenor, Byrd, Deloria Jr., and others have argued, such frameworks risk
erasing the specificity of Indigenous sovereignty, spatial justice, and the ongoing structures of
settler colonialism.?®” Indigenous borderlands theory insists that land is not a metaphor but a
living, storied presence; that borders are not merely sites of encounter but of refusal and
resurgence; and that justice requires not recognition alone but the return of land and the
affirmation of Indigenous law and kinship.?*®

This synthesis has profound implications for the reading of Montana-based literature. The

works of Welch, Doig, and Earling, among others, are not simply regional novels but

2% Turner, The Ritual Process, 94-130; Hogue, Metis and the Medicine Line, 3-5.

295 Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera, 25-35.

2% Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera; Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron, “From Borderlands
to Borders: Empires, Nation-States, and the Peoples in Between in North American History,”
The American Historical Review 104, no. 3 (1999): 814-841.

27 Goeman, Mark My Words, 1-5, 33-36; Kathryn W. Shanley, “Native American Literature
and the Canon: The Case of James Welch,” Montana: The Magazine of Western History 51, no.
3 (Autumn 2001): 5; Glen Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of
Recognition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014).

2% Goeman, Mark My Words, 1-5, 33-36; Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life
Across the Borders of Settler States, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), 1-10; Coulthard,
Red Skin, White Masks, 13-15.
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borderlands texts, narratives that stage the psychic, cultural, and ecological negotiations of
liminality, extraction, and survivance. Earling’s’ The Lost Journals of Sacajewea brings
Indigenous narrative to mythologizing colonial expansion and the Lewis and Clarke Expedition,
and ongoing issues of M.M.I.P. While Welch’s novels render landscape as both wound and
witness, their protagonists navigate the aftermath of colonial violence and the instability of
identity in a world marked by loss and adaptation.?®” Ivan Doig’s novel highlights the liminal
spaces to which European immigrant settlers were lured. These texts subvert or underscore
settler grammars of place to places of ongoing settler colonialism and the remapping of Montana
as a space of Indigenous agency, refusal, and resurgence. In conjunction, the novels, taken
together, reveal the greater wound of settler colonialism as a tool for erasure and removal,
whether for government expansion or extraction of capital. Together, this dissertation approaches
the central research questions guiding this study: How do Fools Crow, Dancing at the Rascal
Fair, and The Lost Journals of Sacajewea represent and reflect Montana as a borderland and
liminal space, both physically and culturally? In what ways do the novels’ protagonists and
communities negotiate identity, belonging, and survival or survivance in these liminal spaces?
What does a comparative, anticolonial,*® borderlands-theory-driven reading of these novels
reveal about the intersections and divergences of Native and settler experiences in Montana?

Montana’s landscapes, histories, and literatures are best understood through a borderlands lens

299 Welch, Fools Crow; Welch, Winter in the Blood; James Welch, The Death of Jim Loney (New
York: Harper & Row, 1979); Jame Welch, Killing Custer (New York: W.W. Norton, 1994).

39 Craig S. Womack, Red on Red: Native American Literary Separatism (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1999), vi, 3—4, 14; Jace Weaver, That the People Might Live:
Native American Literatures and Native American Community (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1997), 43—45; Robert Warrior, Tribal Secrets: Recovering American Indian Intellectual
Traditions (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), xiii, 1, 7-8.
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that centers Indigenous agency, recognizes the wounds and creative possibilities of nepantla, and
foregrounds the ongoing negotiation of sovereignty, identity, and belonging in the Northern
Plains. The facts and narratives assembled here do not merely document a portion of the region’s
past; they invite us to read Montana as a living borderland, where the struggle for justice, health,

and survivance continues to unfold in the land, in the law, and in the stories we tell.
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CHAPTER THREE

DEBRA MAGPIE EARLING’S THE LOST JOURNALS OF

SACAJEWEA FROM DISCOVERY TO RECOVERY

Exploring Earling’s The Lost Journals of Sacajewea through Indigenous epistemology
and borderlands theory challenges the erasures of the colonial archive. It asserts survivance
through centering of Sacajewea’s voice and countering the colonial narrative.’®! The novel enacts
a radical reclamation of the Montana region as a dynamic, multi-national borderland, a site of
ongoing contestation, encounter, and negotiation among Indigenous nations and colonial powers,
simultaneously as homeland and site of colonial violence. The novel resists settler cartographies,

392 the land through rhetorical sovereignty,** kinship, and memory.3%*

instead (re)mapping
Sacajewea’s journey from Lemhi Shoshone homelands to Hidatsa captivity to the Corps of

Discovery maps directly onto borderlands theory, embodying the instability, trauma, and creative
potential of nepantla and the “contact zone.”**?

Earling’s Sacajewea is a figure of multiplicity: Lemhi Shoshone daughter, friend, sister,

and, eventually, as a captive coerced into sexual violence and subjectivity, but always

391 Goeman, Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2013), 3-5, 14-15.

392 Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea (Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 2023), 150.

393 Lyons, “Rhetorical Sovereignty: What Do American Indians Want from Writing?”” College
Composition and Communication 51, no. 3 (2000): 449.

394 Allen, The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in American Indian Traditions (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1986), 2, 14; TallBear, “Why Interspecies Thinking Needs Indigenous
Standpoints,” published in Fieldsights (Society for Cultural Anthropology).14, no. 1 (2017): 11.
395 TallBear, “Why Interspecies Thinking Needs Indigenous Standpoints,” published

in Fieldsights (Society for Cultural Anthropology).Journal of Environmental Philosophy 14, no.
1 (2017): 22.
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Sovereign.>?® She negotiates identity, belonging, and survivance through spatial storying,
rhetorical sovereignty, disruption of settler temporality, and the affirmation of kinship.>*” The
novel’s experimental, poetic language, marked by fragmentation, strike marks, and an
incantatory rhythm, enacts Sacajewea’s ability to articulate her experience in the face of violence
and attempted erasure. The refusal of traditional colonial grammar and expression is both
personal and collective, aligning with Lyon’s insistence on rhetorical sovereignty and moving
beyond simply resisting harmful stereotypes to actively creating, defining, and controlling Native
discourse in the present.?® The poetic voice allows Sacajewea to articulate her own experience
of being Lemhi Shoshone, even as she is forcibly moved through Hidatsa, Mandan, and Euro-
American worlds.

Her roles as property (to Charbonneau), mother (to her son), and intermediary (for the
Corps of Discovery) are depicted as sites of negotiation, agency, and survival—the novel
foregrounds kinship and listening as a primary survival strategy. Sacajewea’s relationships with
other captive women, her son, and her memories of her Shoshone family provide sources of
strength and continuity, echoing Paula Gunn Allen’s and Kim TallBear’s emphasis on expansive,
adaptive kinship networks.>%

Through communication, verbal or nonverbal, Sacajewea’s relationship to land,
ancestors, and the nonhuman world reflects a recurring theme. Sacajewea’s survival is tied to her

ability to draw on spiritual knowledge and ceremonial practice.’!° Earling explains that in the

396 Goeman, Mark My Words, 2-3, 46, 204.

397 Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea.

398 Lyons, “Rhetorical Sovereignty,” 449; Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea.
39 Allen, The Sacred Hoop, 2, 14; TallBear, “Why Interspecies Thinking,” 11.

310 Tbid.
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Lost Journals of Sacajewea, “communication is Sacajewea’s hold on the instinctual. Language is
her digging stick to memory...she believes that written and spoken words can manifest the 'thing'
itself.”3!! Earling’s Sacajewea retains her sovereignty: the novel refuses to reduce her to a static
symbol, instead presenting her as someone whose identity is continually negotiated and
redefined in response to shifting circumstances and power structures.>!? The landscape is not a
backdrop but an active participant, and Montana’s Indigenous spaces are depicted not as empty
wilderness but as a storied homeland animated by Sacajewea’s connection and knowledge.*!?

In this section, we will explore the historical significance of the Corps of Discovery, not
as an innocuous scientific exploration but as a mission of continued colonial surveillance and the
encroachment on Indigenous territory, and of Montana as a contact zone and borderland. Then
this section will explore how Earling negotiates identity, belonging, and survivance through
language, kinship, and listening. Earling’s authorial intent in both novels, Perma Red (2002) and
The Lost Journals of Sacajewea (2023) is to addresses ongoing issues of dehumanization,
violence, and Indigenous agency . Earling addresses the early dehumanization and sexualization
of Indigenous women in The Lost Journals of Sacajewea, which ultimately leads to the same or

similar issues the protagonist faces in Perma Red.

311 Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea, Introduction (does this need a page number since
you’re using an exact quote?). She explains that for that reason sacred names, ideas. Or words
that should not be uttered are italicized and appear faded”.

312 1bid., 31-45.

313 Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea.
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Perma Red and the MMIP Crisis: Connections to The Lost
Journals of Sacajewea

Earling’s authorial narrative in Perma Red and The Lost Journals of Sacajewea is deeply
grounded in Indigenous epistemologies and feminist survivance that insists that Sacajewea’s
story is not one of disappearance and erasure, but of ongoing presence and resistance.’'* Debra
Magpie Earling’s Perma Red (2002), her debut novel, is a powerful precursor to The Lost
Journals of Sacajewea, showcasing her commitment to centering Indigenous voices and
challenging colonial narratives. Set on the Flathead Indian Reservation in Montana during the
1940s, Perma Red tells the story of Louise White Elk, a young Salish woman navigating
systemic violence, cultural dislocation, and the complexities of identity. The novel’s title refers
to both a place and a state of being, symbolizing the intersection of personal and collective
histories within the reservation’s landscape.

In Perma Red, Louise resists being labeled by others, asserting agency even as systems of
colonial oppression seek to diminish her autonomy. Her turbulent journey reflects the lived
realities of many Indigenous women, whose experiences with violence and marginalization are
deeply tied to the legacies of settler colonialism. Scholars like Sarah Deer emphasize that the
MMIP crisis is rooted in historical structures of colonial violence, particularly the dispossession
of land and the erosion of tribal sovereignty, which have left Indigenous women vulnerable to
systemic neglect and targeted violence.*!> Louise’s story thus becomes a microcosm of these

broader systemic issues, illustrating the intersectionality of gender, race, and colonial oppression.

314 Goeman, Mark My Words, 3-5, 1415,
315 Sarah Deer, The Beginning and End of Rape: Confronting Sexual Violence in Native America
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), xviii—xx.
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This thematic focus carries over into The Lost Journals of Sacajewea, where Earling
reimagines Sacajewea not as the passive guide of colonial myth but as a woman exercising
agency and survivance. Both novels reject the trope of the "vanishing Indian" and instead
foreground Indigenous women's resilience and the ways they navigate and resist the structures of
colonial violence.’!® Sacajewea’s silence, for example, and her deliberate withholding of
knowledge from Lewis and Clark can be read as an act of rhetorical sovereignty, a form of
resistance that parallels Louise’s refusal to conform to settler expectations in Perma Red.

Earling’s works are deeply informed by her Salish identity and her commitment to
amplifying the voices and experiences of Indigenous women. In interviews, she has spoken
about her desire to address the silences in history, particularly around the violence inflicted on
Native women.*!” This commitment aligns with Indigenous feminist scholarship, which
emphasizes the necessity of centering Indigenous women's experiences in discussions of
sovereignty, survivance, and justice.’!®

The connection between Perma Red and the MMIP crisis is further underscored by the
novel’s exploration of law enforcement’s failure to protect Indigenous women. Louise’s
interactions with authorities reveal a justice system complicit in her marginalization, a reality
that persists today in the disproportionate rates of violence faced by Indigenous women and the

systemic neglect of their cases.*!”

316 Barling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea (Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 2023).

317 Debra Magpie Earling, interview with High Country News, 2023.

318Goeman, Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2013), 15-18.

319 Amnesty International, Maze of Injustice: The Failure to Protect Indigenous Women from
Sexual Violence in the USA (New York: Amnesty International, 2007), 2-5.
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Law enforcement agencies have repeatedly failed to respond to MMIP cases adequately.
A major barrier is the misclassification and underreporting of Indigenous victims. Police
departments frequently record Indigenous individuals as belonging to other racial or ethnic
groups, such as Hispanic or Asian, which leads to significant undercounts and obscures the true
scale of the crisis. For example, a 2016 report found that while 5,712 cases of missing
Indigenous women and girls were reported to law enforcement, only 116 appeared in the
Department of Justice’s public database.**° In Albuquerque, half of the cases involving
Indigenous women were not categorized as “missing” or “murdered” due to local police
misclassification bias and neglect, further exacerbating the crisis. Indigenous families report that
police often fail to take missing persons reports seriously, delay investigations, or dismiss
concerns, especially when the victim is Indigenous. In California, law enforcement solved only
9% of murder cases involving Indigenous women. Poor relationships between tribal communities
and outside law enforcement as well as a lack of trust, discourage reporting and cooperation. 32!

By situating Louise’s story within a broader historical and cultural context, Earling
critiques the colonial systems that perpetuate this violence and calls attention to the need for

Indigenous-led solutions to the MMIP crisis. Earling’s novels are not only works of fiction but

320 Urban Indian Health Institute, Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women & Girls: A
Snapshot of Data from 71 Urban Cities in the United States (Seattle: UTHI, 2018)

321 High Country News, “Study of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women Highlights Police
Data Failures,” November 20 NBC News, “Lack of Awareness, Data Hinders Cases of Missing
and Murdered Native American Women,” July8]: Sovereign Bodies Institute, “To’ Kee Skuy’
Soo Ney-Wo-Chek’ (I Will See You Again in a Good Way): Year 1 California MMIP Report,”
2021. Government Accountability Office, “Missing or Murdered Indigenous Women: New
Efforts Are Underway but Opportunities Exist to Improve the Federal Response,” GAO-22-
104045, October 2021. Native Women’s Wilderness, “MMIWG: The Missing and Murdered
Indigenous Women and Girls Crisis,” 2023.
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acts of activism that uses storytelling to confront the legacies of colonial violence and to
advocate for the visibility and agency of Indigenous women. Through Louise White Elk and
Sacajewea, Earling creates narratives of survivance that resist erasure and demand justice,
offering a powerful literary intervention into the ongoing struggles for Indigenous sovereignty
and the recognition of the humanity and dignity of Indigenous women.

Earling’s lyrical prose and portrayal of trauma reflect her broader authorial intent: to
reclaim Indigenous stories from the margins and to illuminate the resilience and agency of
Native women in the face of colonial oppression.*?’In Perma Red, Earling employs what
Indigenous literary scholar Vizenor terms “survivance,” a narrative strategy that emphasizes
active presence and resistance rather than victimhood.*** Louise’s journey is marked by her
refusal to conform to the expectations imposed by both settler society and her own community,
embodying a form of survivance that resists erasure and asserts autonomy. This thematic focus
on survivance carries over into 7he Lost Journals of Sacajewea, where Earling reimagines
Sacajewea as a figure of agency and resistance, reclaiming her story from the colonial myths that
have long defined her legacy.>**

Earling’s authorial intent is deeply rooted in her Salish identity and her commitment to
decolonizing historical narratives. In interviews, she has emphasized the importance of
storytelling as a means of cultural survival and resistance, stating that her work seeks to “give

voice to those who have been silenced by history.” This intent is evident in both Perma Red and

322 Earling, Perma Red (New York: BlueHen Books, 2002).

323 Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1999), 5.

324 Earling, interview with High Country News, 2023.
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The Lost Journals of Sacajewea, where Earling foregrounds Indigenous epistemologies and
challenges the dominant narratives that have historically marginalized Native perspectives. As
Goeman argues, Indigenous storytelling is inherently relational, mapping connections between
land, community, and identity.>?> Earling’s work exemplifies this relationality, using the
landscapes of Montana as both a setting and a character that shapes and is shaped by the lives of
her protagonists.

In Perma Red, the Flathead Reservation is not merely a backdrop but a living, contested
space where histories of dispossession and resilience intersect. Similarly, in The Lost Journals of
Sacajewea, the landscapes of the Lewis and Clark expedition are reimagined through
Sacajewea’s eyes, transforming them from sites of colonial conquest into spaces of Indigenous
memory and resistance. By centering Indigenous women’s experiences and perspectives,
Earling’s novels challenge the erasure of Native voices in both historical and literary contexts,

offering a decolonial framework for understanding the American West.

Pre-Corps of Discovery and Defining Moments in
Indigenous and Colonial History

Sacajewea’s story is inseparable from the history of war, physical captivity, and
survivance. Born Agai’dika (Lemhi Shoshone), Sacajewea was abducted by Hidatsa (Awatixa)
raiders near the Three Forks of the Missouri as a child, and lived at the Knife River Villages
among the Mandan and Hidatsa, an epicenter of trade and diplomacy when Lewis and Clark

arrived.*?® Forced into marriage with Toussaint Charbonneau, she gave birth to Jean Baptiste

325 Goeman, Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2013), 15-18.

326 Donna J. Kessler, The Making of Sacagawea: A Euro-American Legend (Tuscaloosa:
University of Alabama Press, 1996), 3—4.
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(“Pomp”) in February 1805 and was drawn into the imperial project of the Corps of Discovery.>?’
As Goeman’s concept of “spatial storying” and Vizenor’s “survivance” remind us, Sacajewea’s
journey was not one of assimilation, but of navigating multiple worlds, refusing erasure, and
asserting presence even amid violence and loss.

The Lewis and Clark expedition, formally the Corps of Discovery, has long been
mythologized as a heroic journey of exploration. In reality, it was the culmination of a half-
century of imperial conflict, Indigenous resistance, settler colonial expansion, and global
revolution.*?® Beginning with the French and Indian War (1754—1763), which was not simply a
contest between European empires, but a struggle in which Indigenous nations exercised agency
to protect their lands and autonomy. The Anishinaabe, Odaawaa, Neshnabé, Wyandot/Wendat,
and Lenape allied with the French, while the Haudenosaunee Confederacy navigated a complex
neutrality, balancing British and French interests. The Treaty of Paris (1763), negotiated without
Indigenous consent, transferred vast territories to Britain, disregarding the sovereignty of the
nations that had shaped these lands for time immemorial.**

In response, Pontiac’s War (1763—1766) erupted as a multi-Indigenous resistance led by
Odaawaa leader Pontiac and inspired by Lenape prophet Neolin. The coalition with the
Anishinaabe, Odaawaa, Neshnabé, Wyandot/Wendat, Lenape, Shawnee, Myaamia, Wea,

Kickapoo, Piankashaw, Illinois Confederacy, Seneca, and Mingo, besieged British forts and

reclaimed territory, asserting their right to self-determination. Neolin’s teachings called for a

327 Ibid.

328 James P. Ronda, Lewis and Clark Among the Indians (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1984), 3-5, 14-17, 21-23.

32 Deloria Jr., “Frenchmen, Bears, and Sandbars,” in Lewis and Clark Through Indian Eyes, ed.
Alvin M. Josephy Jr. (New York: Knopf, 2006), 7-8.
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spiritual and political renewal, urging nations to reject colonial goods and restore Indigenous
sovereignty. The Royal Proclamation of 1763, which nominally reserved lands west of the
Appalachians for Indigenous nations, was widely ignored by settlers and colonial authorities,
setting the stage for further dispossession.**°

The period between Pontiac’s War and the American Revolution was marked by the
relentless erosion of Indigenous land and autonomy, as colonial and imperial ambitions
repeatedly overrode the fragile promises of peace. The Royal Proclamation of 1763, intended to
halt settler expansion west of the Appalachians, was widely ignored, and the resulting cycle of
dispossession and resistance only intensified as British and colonial interests clashed over control
of the continent. Indigenous nations, including the Shawnee, Lenape, Miami, Wyandot, Ottawa,
Haudenosaunee, Cherokee, and Creek (Muscogee), were forced to navigate shifting alliances and
mounting pressures, foreshadowing the further westward expansion that would culminate in the
Lewis and Clark Expedition and the ongoing struggle for Indigenous survivance.*’!

The American Revolution (1775-1783) and Lord Dunmore’s War (1774) further
fractured Indigenous alliances and accelerated land loss. The Shawnee, Lenape, Miami,
Wyandot, Ottawa, and Haudenosaunee (especially the Mohawk and Seneca) largely sided with

the British, seeking to halt settler encroachment, while the Cherokee and Creek (Muscogee) in

330 Gregory Evans Dowd, War Under Heaven: Pontiac, the Indian Nations, and the British
Empire (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), 105—150.

331 Colin G. Calloway, The Scratch of a Pen: 1763 and the Transformation of North America
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 69-92, 93—-110; Richard White, The Middle Ground:
Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 1650—1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2012), 269-315, 315-366; Gregory Evans Dowd, War under Heaven.
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the Southeast asserted sovereignty through both warfare and negotiation.**> The 1783 Treaty of
Paris transferred vast Indigenous territories to the United States without Native consent,
unleashing a wave of settler violence and dispossession.>*?

Refusing to accept colonial claims of conquest, the Northwestern Confederacy emerged,
uniting the Shawnee, Miami (Myaamia), Lenape, Wyandot, Ottawa, Haudenosaunee, and others
in the Northwest Indian War (1785—-1795). Under leaders such as Little Turtle (Miami), Blue
Jacket (Shawnee), Buckongahelas (Lenape), and Joseph Brant (Mohawk), this confederacy won
major victories before being defeated at Fallen Timbers (1794). The Treaty of Greenville (1795)
forced the cession of most of present-day Ohio and Indiana, directly dispossessing these nations
of their homelands.***

Despite these perceived defeats, Indigenous resistance persisted. Tecumseh, a Shawnee
leader, and his brother Tenskwatawa (the Prophet) called for a spiritual and political revival,

urging nations from the Great Lakes to the Southeast—including the Miami, Lenape,

Haudenosaunee, Wyandot, Ottawa, Creek, and Cherokee to unite against further land cessions.

332 Calloway, The American Revolution in Indian Country: Crisis and Diversity in Native
American Communities (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 3-5, 41-44; Barbara
Graymont, The Iroquois in the American Revolution (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press,
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Revolution (New York: Random House, 2015), 23-27, 201-210.

333 Calloway, The American Revolution in Indian Country, 292-297; Alan Taylor, The Divided
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Prophetstown became a center of resistance and survivance, embodying the vision that no land
could be sold without the consent of all Native Nations.>*’

The Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) was a watershed event in the Atlantic world,
beginning as a massive uprising of enslaved Africans in the French colony of Saint-Domingue
(now Haiti) and culminating in the defeat of Napoleon’s forces and the establishment of Haiti as
the first independent Black republic. The revolution, led by Toussaint L’Ouverture and Jean-
Jacques Dessalines, shattered French colonial power in the Caribbean. Napoleon’s failed attempt
to retake Saint-Domingue, marked by the catastrophic loss of tens of thousands of French troops
to yellow fever and Black resistance, forced him to abandon his ambitions in the Americas. With
the loss of Saint-Domingue, Louisiana became strategically irrelevant to France, and Napoleon,
facing renewed war with Britain and desperate for funds, decided to sell the entire Louisiana
Territory to the United States in April 1803.%3¢

The Haitian Revolution and the collapse of French colonial power in the Caribbean
directly precipitated the Louisiana Purchase, as Napoleon, facing defeat in Saint-Domingue,

abandoned his ambitions in North America.*” The 1803 purchase, negotiated solely between

imperial powers, entirely disregarded the sovereignty of the Osage, Otoe-Missouria, Omaha,

33Edmunds, Tecumseh and the Quest for Indian Leadership, 92—130; Dowd, 4 Spirited
Resistance, 180-200; Gerald Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), 5-7.
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Ponca, Kansa, Pawnee, Arikara, Mandan, Hidatsa, Lakota/Dakota/Nakota, Cheyenne, Crow,
Blackfeet, Shoshone, Nez Perce, Salish, Kootenai, Umatilla, Cayuse, Walla Walla, Yakama,
Chinook, Clatsop, and numerous other Indigenous nations who inhabited and governed these
lands.>%

President Jefferson seized this opportunity, negotiating the Louisiana Purchase, which
doubled the size of the United States and opened vast new territories for exploration and settler
expansion. The Corps of Discovery was thus commissioned to explore and map these lands,
establish an American presence, and report on the Indigenous nations inhabiting the region. The
expedition’s funding and authorization were direct consequences of the Haitian Revolution’s
success and the subsequent collapse of French colonial ambitions in the Americas.>*

The Corps of Discovery was funded and authorized by the United States government
under President Thomas Jefferson. In January 1803, Jefferson sent a confidential message to
Congress requesting an appropriation of $2,500 for an expedition to the Pacific Ocean, publicly
framed as a scientific and commercial venture but privately intended as a geopolitical and
imperial project. Congress debated the request in secret session and authorized the funds on

February 28, 1803, with the War Department, under Secretary Henry Dearborn, providing

logistical and military support. Dearborn issued orders to Meriwether Lewis, granting him

338 Claudio Saunt, Unworthy Republic: The Dispossession of Native Americans and the Road to
Indian Territory (New York: W. W. Norton, 2020), 10-15; Pekka Hdméldinen, Lakota America:
A New History of Indigenous Power (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019), 150—-65. See
also Jodi Byrd, The Transit of Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2011), xii, xx, 3, 40, 176—77, on the Louisiana Purchase as a
paradigmatic moment of “imperial transit” and the attempted erasure of Indigenous sovereignty.
339 Stephen A. Ambrose, Undaunted Courage: Meriwether Lewis, Thomas Jefferson, and the
Opening of the American West, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996), 104—-105; Ronda, Lewis
and Clark among the Indians, 21-22.
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authority to recruit men from the U.S. Army and draw on military stores at government expense,
thus ensuring the expedition’s official military status and legitimacy in dealings with Indigenous
nations and foreign powers. The initial appropriation proved insufficient; as the scope of the
mission expanded following the Louisiana Purchase, actual costs ballooned to between $38,000
and $50,000, with Congress and the War Department authorizing additional expenditures as the
expedition’s significance grew.>*

To fully understand Montana as a borderland and a space of Indigenous survivance, it’s
important to map the histories of the lands traversed by the Corps of Discovery and to recognize
that they were never empty wilderness. They are, and remain, the homelands of sovereign
Indigenous nations: the Anishinaabe (Ojibwe), Odaawaa (Odawa), Neshnabé (Potawatomi),
Haudenosaunee (Mohawk, Seneca, Oneida, Cayuga, Onondaga, Tuscarora), Lenape (Delaware),
Shawnee, Wyandot/Wendat, Myaamia (Miami), Wea, Kickapoo, Piankashaw, Illinois
Confederacy (Peoria, Kaskaskia, Cahokia), Osage, Otoe-Missouria, Omaha, Ponca, Kansa,
Pawnee, Arikara (Sahnish), Mandan (Nueta), Hidatsa (Nuxbaaga, including the Awatixa),
Lakota/Dakota/Nakota (Oceti Sakowin), Cheyenne (Tsitsistas), Crow (Apsaalooke), Blackfeet
(Niitsitapi), Shoshone (Newe, including the Lemhi/Agaidika), Nez Perce (Nimiipuu), Salish,

Kootenai, Umatilla, Cayuse, Walla Walla, Yakama, Chinook, Clatsop, and others. These nations

340 Ambrose, Undaunted Courage, 84—88, 104—105; Donald Jackson, ed., Letters of the Lewis
and Clark Expedition with Related Documents, 1783—1854, 2 vols. (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1978), 1:61-66, 70-71; Gary E. Moulton, ed., The Journals of the Lewis & Clark
Expedition, Vol. 2 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1986), 138—143; Ronda, Lewis and
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maintained intricate systems of governance, diplomacy, and kinship, shaping the continent
through trade, alliance, and resistance.>*!

For these nations, the arrival of the Corps of Discovery was not a moment of “discovery,”
but rather an act of imperial surveillance and intrusion, marking the onset of dispossession and
attempted cultural erasure.’*?> As Roberta Conner (Cayuse, Umatilla, Walla Walla) asserts, the
Lewis and Clark expedition functioned as the “advance party of empire,” signaling the beginning
of a sustained campaign of colonial violence and cultural assassination.>* Vine Deloria Jr.
further critiques the mythologizing of the expedition, emphasizing that Indigenous nations were
neither discovered nor conquered, but persistently resisted and negotiated on their own terms,
challenging the dominant narratives of conquest and manifest destiny.***

Pekka Hamaélédinen’s Lakota America reframes the early 19th-century North American
interior as a landscape of Indigenous power and sovereignty, not a blank slate awaiting U.S.

expansion, and demonstrates that the so-called “opening of the West” was, in fact, a process of

341 Calloway, One Vast Winter Count: The Native American West Before Lewis and Clark
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One Vast Winter Count, 481-520. See also Goeman, Mark My Words, 2-3, 46, 204, on
remapping Indigenous geographies in the wake of colonial land transfers.
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Knopf, 1997), 180-85; Roberta Conner, “Lewis and Clark through Indian Eyes,” in Lewis and
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Josephy Jr. (New York: Vintage, 2006), 13-25. See also Frederick E. Hoxie and Jay T. Nelson,
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violent intrusion into sovereign Indigenous domains.*** Earling’s novel enacts this critique by
foregrounding Indigenous epistemologies, survivance, and the lived experience of colonial
violence. Sacajewea’s story is inseparable from the broader history of Indigenous resistance and
endurance, and the expedition is depicted as a harbinger of dispossession, sexual violence, and
cultural erasure. The text exposes the Corps of Discovery as an act of imperial surveillance and
the beginning of a long process of land theft and cultural genocide, challenging the sanitized,
heroic accounts of Lewis and Clark and reclaiming Indigenous space and voice.**

Recent scholarship draws explicit connections between the Haitian Revolution, Black
freedom, Indigenous dispossession, and U.S. expansion. The Haitian Revolution’s challenge to
white supremacy and colonial order reverberated throughout the Atlantic world, shaping U.S.
policies on race, slavery, and westward expansion. The acquisition of Louisiana enabled the
Corps of Discovery and subsequent waves of settler colonialism, directly linking Black liberation
in Haiti to the intensification of Indigenous dispossession in North America. These intersecting

histories reveal the complex, often contradictory legacies of empire, resistance, and survival in

the Americas.>*’

The Significance of the Two Medicine Region and Bear
River: Montana as Borderlands.

The Montana region, especially the Two Medicine region and the Bear River, stands at
the heart of this analysis’s focus on Indigenous epistemologies, survivance, and the reclamation

of narrative authority. Through the lens of Indigenous borderlands theory, these landscapes

3% Hamaldinen, Lakota America, 201-210.

346 Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea; “THE LOST JOURNALS OF SACAJEWEA,”
Kirkus Reviews

347 Hamaldinen, Lakota America, 201-210.
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emerge not as peripheral or empty spaces, but as dynamic zones of contact, conflict, and creative
negotiation, where Indigenous nations have long asserted sovereignty and shaped the course of
history.>#8

For the Blackfeet, the Two Medicine region (Naatookyookaasin), the Bear River, and the
Backbone of the World (Rocky Mountain Front) are not merely geographic features but sacred
geographies central to cosmology, ceremony, and survivance. LaPier’s scholarship foregrounds
the inseparability of Blackfeet land-based knowledge from spiritual and ecological
understanding, noting that rivers such as Two Medicine and Bear River are storied places, home
to divine beings (Soyiitapi), and protected by moral restrictions that prohibit pollution or
disturbance.**’

Blackfeet oral traditions recount how the Two Medicine and Bear River Rivers served as
gathering places for hundreds of lodges, sites of the O’kan (Medicine Lodge) ceremony, and
settings for foundational stories such as those of Kiit-o-yis and the piskun (buffalo jump) at the
confluence of Two Medicine and Badger Rivers.**° Traditional territory spanned from the North

Saskatchewan River in Canada to the Yellowstone River in Montana, with the U.S.-Canada
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border known as the “medicine line” functioning as a permeable zone of movement, trade, and
kinship rather than a barrier.*>!

The Lewis and Clark expedition’s passage through the Bear River region in July 1806
exemplifies both the imperial ambitions and the limitations of the American project in the
borderlands. The Bear River was renamed by Lewis in June 1805, in honor of his cousin Maria
Wood, during a critical juncture in the expedition: “I determined to give it a name and in honour
of Miss Maria W____d. [Wood] called it Maria’s River.”*>? Lewis, accompanied by George
Drouillard and the Field brothers, established Camp Disappointment from July 22 to 26, 1806, in
a “clump of large cottonwood trees in a beautiful and extensive bottom of the river.”3>?

Lewis’s objective was to determine whether the Bear River, then (re)named Marias
River, watershed extended north to the 50th parallel, a calculation that would maximize U.S.
territorial claims under the Louisiana Purchase and the 1783 Paris Peace Treaty.>>* Persistent

overcast weather thwarted his celestial observations, and Lewis recorded his “much reluctance”

at leaving without the data needed to support American expansion.’*> The Bear River thus

331 LaPier, Invisible Mountain, 14-15, 68—69; David R. Craig et al., “Blackfeet Belong to the
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& Society 10, no. 4 (2012): 355-67.
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became a literal and symbolic borderland, marking the limits of U.S. knowledge and power in a
region still governed by Indigenous nations, and the future site of one of the United States
cavalry’s most horrific massacres in history.*>

The most consequential event of the expedition’s return journey occurred near the Two
Medicine River on July 26-27, 1806, when Lewis’s party encountered eight Piegan (Siksik4)
Blackfeet warriors. Initial contact was cautious but outwardly amicable, with both groups
agreeing to camp together for the night. Tensions escalated when Lewis revealed that the United
States intended to supply firearms to the Shoshone and Nez Perce, who were traditional
Blackfeet enemies, thereby threatening Blackfeet regional power and their established trade
relationships with British merchants.*” At dawn, the encounter turned violent: Joseph Field
killed Side Hill Calf (He-that-looks-at-the-calf) with a knife, and Lewis shot and mortally
wounded another Blackfeet man as he fled. Lewis left a Jefferson peace medal on Side Hill
Calf’s body, a symbolic gesture intended to mark the Americans’ identity and the gravity of the

event.>*® This encounter was the only instance of lethal violence between the Corps of Discovery

336 Wylie, Blood on the Bear River: The Baker Massacre (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 2016), 3—12; Robert J. Ege, Tell Baker to Strike Them Hard: Incident on the Bear River,
23 Jan. 1870 (Old Army Press, 1970), 1-10; Blackfeet Community College, “Baker Massacre
Memorial,” Blackfeet Community College, 2020.*In many sources, Montana’s Bear River
Massacre is still referred to as the Marias Massacre or the Baker Massacre, and sometimes called
the Bear Creek Massacre. I suspect partly due to a similarly named U.S. massacre of the
Shoshone Nation in Idaho on January 29, 1863, where nearly 500 Shoshone People were killed.
The Idaho (then Washington territory) occurred near Preston Idaho, seven years prior to the
Montana Marias/Baker/Bear River massacre. For this text, we will proceed in referring to the
Marias River as the already named Bear River.
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and Native peoples during the entire expedition, and it had lasting repercussions. The Blackfeet
thereafter regarded Americans with deep suspicion and hostility, shaping the geopolitics of the
Northern Plains for decades.>’

The expedition was not the beginning of history in the trans-Mississippi West, but a
pivotal moment in the ongoing struggle for Indigenous land, life, and story. Centering
Sacajewea’s experience, and the narratives of the Indigenous Nations represented in the ongoing
survivance is essential to reclaiming this history on Anticolonial terms.**° Sacajewea’s story is
deeply connected to the borderland geographies of the Northern Rockies and Upper Missouri.
Born among the Agai’dika (Lemhi Shoshone) in the Lemhi River Valley in the late 1780s, her
people’s traditional territory extended seasonally from the Lemhi and Salmon Rivers in Idaho
across the Continental Divide to the Beaverhead Mountains, Lemhi Pass, and the Three Forks of
the Missouri in Montana.*®! Around 1800, Sacajewea was abducted near Three Forks by Hidatsa
(Awatixa) raiders during a bison hunt, a traumatic event that underscores the contested, multi-

national nature of the Montana borderlands.?®>
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The Three Forks region, at the confluence of the Jefferson, Madison, and Gallatin Rivers,
was a key site for intertribal encounters, trade, and conflict.>*> Sacajewea’s subsequent journey
with the Corps of Discovery, her reunion with her brother Cameahwait at Lemhi Pass, which
skirts the now colonial borders of Montana and Idaho, and her mythologized role as a diplomatic
and cultural intermediary exemplify how colonial and Indigenous ideologies reshape and
contrast the borderlands of empire.*** Montana thus functions as both Sacajewea’s homeland, a

site of abduction and kinship, and the terrain through which she navigated colonial power.*%

Survivance, Spatial Storying., and Rhetorical Sovereignty.

Earling’s novel powerfully enacts what Goeman terms “‘spatial storying,” the remapping
of land and history through Indigenous epistemologies and narrative forms that resist colonial
containment and erasure.’*® Goeman argues that Native women’s texts “challenge the
containment of Indigenous geographies and histories by settler colonial cartographies, offering
alternative mappings rooted in Indigenous epistemologies.”*®” In The Lost Journals of
Sacajewea, the landscape traversed by the Lewis and Clark expedition is reclaimed as Shoshone
and Indigenous space, animated by Sacajewea’s intimate knowledge, memory, and spiritual
connection to the land. This approach stands in direct contrast to the colonial archive, which, as

Wanda S. Pillow notes, has mythologized Sacajewea as “a benevolent Indian maiden who
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opened the way for necessary colonization,” erasing her complexity and trauma in service of
manifest destiny.>®®

The Lost Journals of Sacajewea 1s a powerful enactment of rhetorical sovereignty,
defined by Lyons as “the inherent right and ability of peoples to determine their own
communicative needs and desires... to decide for themselves the goals, modes, styles, and
languages of public discourse.”*®® Earling achieves this through a poetic, experimental narrative
voice that bends and slants language, electrifying Sacajewea’s attempts to comprehend and
describe her often violent and unstable world.?”® Refusing the colonial archetypes identified by
Rayna Green in “The Pocahontas Perplex”, the binary of the “Indian Princess” and the “Squaw,”
both defined by their relationship to white men and their utility to colonial narratives.*”!

Earling’s short chapters read like a poem + prose. In the chapter “Days of our Enemies”,
which is only about four pages long, Sacajewea writes, “I see side-glint footsteps. Someone
shines in darkness. Not-seen-before Beautiful Enemy—weaves through hip-stiff grasses toward
me. me mes-mer-izing snake. ready to curl, to strike. I prepare myself this time. I call to Bia. I
call to Appe.”*”? Earling explains, “Sounds are alive to her. Instead of ellipses, I use two or more

successive periods —.--to indicate pauses. These periods are her heart and drum beat.*”
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Pillow similarly critiques the reduction of Sacajewea to a “friend” of Lewis and Clark, a
multicultural symbol who “opened the way for necessary colonization.”*’* Earling’s Sacajewea,
by contrast, is a complex, determined woman who makes hard choices in the face of violence
and loss, her voice rendered in a distinctive, poetic English that foregrounds Indigenous
epistemologies and refuses assimilation.’”> Sacajewea never actually speaks to Lewis and Clark.
Her silence toward them is not only an act of sovereignty but also a reflection of her distrust. For
Sacajewea, withholding knowledge

Earling maps rhetorical sovereignty through listening, story, silence, and kinship. Earling
says that “Listening is an Indigenous epistemology.” She said to “lean in to the things that bother
you...what is it saying?” and to “think about who isn ? listening, too.”’® Earling enacts this
listening in her depiction of Sacajewea. Sacajewea foregrounds listening as survival, not just as a
tool but as a weapon; her Bia and Appe teach her this. As a young girl of seven, a white man is
rescued and brought back to health by her tribe. Her Appe tells her to follow him and learn his
language.®”” “Listen. Learn from Him, Appe told me when we were alone.””8
I listened as I made moccasins for White Man. I listened as I made Him Deer shirt
and leggings. He wobbled like a fawn behind me. He talked and talked. He talked
every bush, every blossom, every seed. I came to understand my own voice through

His voice. Every tongue tap. Every voice Song. And then, slowly, White Man’s
sounds became words and His words held meaning.>”
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For her Appe, listening and learning from the white man meant that Sagajewea could
survive. He knew that someday she would be far from him and that her knowledge would help
her. “Listen to me Baide. One day you will be far from me. But what we have taught will not
leave you. Learn all you can and you will go on.”**

Appe also warns her to keep her silence and it will keep her safe. In Appe’s dream
Sacajewea speaks many languages, but he says to her “Do not let Monsters know you
understand. Hold yourself and you will be safe.”*3! Throughout the novel, Sacajewea is careful
with whom she talks; she is quiet with those she doesn’t trust, and in turn, she gains a vantage
point on what they say and do, and that knowledge keeps her safe.

Earling reimagines Sacajawea as a subject with agency, voice, and the right to opacity.
Sacajawea’s strategic concealment of her English proficiency is not mere silence but a conscious
act of resistance: she refuses to grant the colonizers full access to her knowledge and interiority,
thereby maintaining control over her narrative and interactions. The act of opacity and chosen
silence aligns directly with Lyons’ concept of rhetorical sovereignty, as stated previously, “the
inherent right and ability of peoples to determine their own communicative needs and desires...
to decide for themselves the goals, modes, styles, and languages of public discourse.”*?

By withholding English, Sacajawea exercises her right to determine when, how, and in

what language she communicates, refusing to be fully legible or accessible to colonial power.
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From an Indigenous epistemic perspective, as articulated by scholars like Linda Tuhiwai Smith
and Mishuana Goeman, knowledge is not a neutral commodity but a form of sacred, sovereign
territory, relational, and governed by protocols of respect and responsibility.*** Withholding
knowledge, including language skills, is thus a means of protecting cultural sovereignty and
resisting colonial extraction. Simpson’s theory of ethnographic refusal further frames this act as a
deliberate assertion of sovereignty: by refusing to share certain knowledge with outsiders,
Indigenous peoples protect the integrity of their epistemologies and communities.*%*
In Earling’s novel, Sacajawea’s silence is a form of “bold, ingenious agency,” a refusal to be
appropriated or defined by the colonial gaze.*®® Her linguistic concealment becomes a literary
enactment of survivance and self-determination, transforming the act of withholding into a
powerful declaration of Indigenous presence and futurity.*3¢

Along with silence, language becomes a powerful tool for Sacajewea. Sagajawea’s Bia is
more wary about learning the white man’s language. And wants her to listen to herself. Where
Appe’s focus is more on just survival and learning, Bia’s focus is on helping Sacajewea find her
inner voice.

You must hear the White Man’s voice, Baide...You must hear Him differently from how

our Men hear. We Women hold our People’s language, and our language. Your own

language is here she said. She patted my chest. Bia held my face and whispered, Men do

not know Women carries a voice inside her to help her live. When you stop hearing your
voice you are nothing more than a snare bit. You are bone crackles in Weta’s teeth.3®
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Bia is explaining that although she may learn the white man’s language, her language is
different, as a Woman, and also her People’s language. It is death to stop listening. Sacajewea
claims her power again and again through listening and through silence.*3® When she gets taken
by the enemy, she uses all of her senses to understand her surroundings, she says “I watch...I
wait...I listen.”*® Through listening, Sacajewea finds her voice, though she uses it carefully.
Notably, Lewis and Clark never realized she could speak their language. Sacajewea narrates,

Clark hands me a long white strip. A ribbon of lace for you, he says.You want

beautiful things for your son don’t you? Pretty music, books, travel. Lewis pats his

shoulder. Valiant effort, Captain. But she’s a savage squaw. She doesn’t understand

a word you say. You could offer her a pot of gold and she’d prefer a bouquet of
weeds or to gnaw on a putrid Buffalo leg. They laugh. 3%°

In withholding, in silence, Sacajewea claims her power. She uses it as a tool to reclaim
power when those who believe they are in power think nothing of her. This silence aligns with
Anzaldaa’s “nepantla,” the liminal space of instability and transformation, Earling’s approach,
following Goeman, insists on the specificity of Indigenous sovereignty and survivance rather
than a universalized hybridity**! by using the ignorance and perceived supremacy of Lewis and
Clark to subvert her own power, in this case them not knowing that she knows their language and
not telling them, not needing any other external affirmations, and using it as her power. Which

also aligns with Lyons’ rhetorical sovereignty defined as the inherent right and ability of peoples

3% Earling: She said that “listening is also Indigenous epistemology” and reminded us to lean
into the things that bother you” Earling’s Sacajewea does this very thing.
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to determine their own communicative needs and desires... to decide for themselves the goals,
modes, styles, and languages of public discourse.”*?

Sacajewea is a sly linguist, translating her world and the liminal spaces within it while
seeking to understand the world through others' eyes. By the end of the novel, it's clear she
knows at least five languages: her Native Shoshone, Hidatsa, and Mandan tongues, French, and
English, but her refusal to fully assimilate to English or colonial discourse is itself a form of
resistance and survivance, again aligning with Lyons’ rhetorical sovereignty.>*>

In a dream, Old Woman comes to her, “My Daughter, Old Woman says, when you go on
the white man’s long journey, they will see their safety as your only worth. They will catalog and
collect. They will name the Sacred places.”*** Earling’s Sacajewea remaps and renames those
spaces within the novel as an act of survivance and recovery. Sacajewea uses her name for things
like Weta, meaning Bear or Bear Spirit; it could also mean Bear River, but occasionally she’ll
use Bear and Weta in the same sentence. This name-changing reflects how she sees herself in the
contested spaces, both in her world with her People, and in the white man’s world.

Earling’s narrative refuses the reduction of binary spaces limited to dichotomies, instead
centering Sacajewea’s voice and perspective, restoring her as a survivor, witness, and agent of
her own history. As Penelope Myrtle Kelsey observes, Native women’s literature “has at its roots

a counter to colonial imaginings; particularly in its ability to not only oppose colonial narrations

that naturalize space through power and language, but to (re)invent new stories and branch into
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the past, present, and future.”3°> The novel’s poetic fragmentation and visual form, its use of
strike marks, drumbeat syntax, and incantatory rhythm, constitute formal refusals of colonial
containment, marking the text as a living archive of Indigenous survivance.**®

Kim TallBear’s scholarship on Indigenous kinship underscores how “a feminist-
Indigenous approach to inquiry foregrounds relationality, kinship, and situated knowledge,
challenging Western individualism and objectivity.”**” Earling’s novel resists colonial
impositions of the nuclear family, instead depicting kinship as expansive, adaptive, and central to
survival—for example, Sacajewea’s relationship to Otter Woman. Otter Woman was just another
woman in their Tribe until after the Enemy took them and they were captive together as
Charbonneau’s “wives”; it was not until then that Otter Woman became a protector and close
friend. Jennifer Nez Denetdale’s work on Native women’s resistance in captivity further
illuminates how Indigenous women use relationality and kinship networks to survive and resist
colonial violence.’*®

Qwo-Li Driskill’s analysis of two-spirit and gender liminality as sites of agency supports
a reading of Sacajewea’s liminal position as not only between nations and languages, but also

between states of captivity and freedom as a source of resilience and refusal.*® The novel’s ethos
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is encapsulated in the statement: “Women do not become their Enemy captors. We survive
them.*%’ She offers this statement in contrast to an underlying theme of violence and sexual
violence toward women. Onion Woman'’s story of men coming home from war, violent and
changed, foregrounds Sacajewea’s rape by the Enemy. She says, “Men who return from War do
not hate the Enemy. Now I know why. They become One.” Through this Earling spotlights the
ongoing present issue of Missing and Murdered Indigenous People, where a disproportionate
number of Women and Girls, along with Youth and teens, disappear within the borderlands.

The violence depicted in The Lost Journals of Sacajewea is not isolated but systemic,
embedded in the broader structures of colonialism: the Corps of Discovery’s journey is depicted
as a process of conquest, marked by the trampling of burial grounds, theft, and the
commodification of both land and people.*”! Earling’s Sacajewea is not a passive guide or
multicultural symbol but a survivor whose life is “so marred by fear and violence” that her story
becomes representative of the historical and ongoing violence Indigenous women have faced and
survived.**?

Earling herself has directly connected her novel to the M.M.L.P. crisis, stating that her
writing is “a call, not only from [Sacajewea], but from the Missing and Murdered Indigenous
Women since the coming of Lewis and Clark. It seemed like a call to be present with them and to

understand what they suffer and what they had suffered.”**® She further notes, “There’s a

network of silence and silencing on the rez. No one knows what happens to Missing and

400 Barling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea, 2023.

401 «“The Lost Journals of Sacajewea by Debra Magpie Earling,” Publishers Weekly.
402 Whatcom County Library System,” Book Buzz.”

403 Ibid.
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Murdered Indigenous Women. There’s still an assiduous oppression of women’s stories.”*** By
reclaiming Sacajewea’s voice and refusing to reduce her to a mythologized figure, Earling
exposes the ongoing violence and erasure that Indigenous women face, both historically and in
the present.

The M.ML.LP. crisis is a national emergency rooted in colonial violence and ongoing
systemic neglect. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, homicide is the
third leading cause of death for American Indian and Alaska Native women aged 10-24, and the
fifth for those aged 25-34.4° The National Institute of Justice reports that 84.3% of Indigenous
women have experienced violence in their lifetime, and 56.1% have experienced sexual
violence—rates far exceeding those of non-Hispanic white women.* In 2016, 5,712 cases of
missing American Indian and Alaska Native women and girls were reported, but only 116 were
logged in the Department of Justice’s federal database, highlighting severe underreporting and
data gaps.*"’

Federal legislation such as the Savanna’s Act and the Not Invisible Act (both 2020) have
sought to address these failures by improving data collection, standardizing protocols, and
enhancing interagency collaboration, but implementation challenges and jurisdictional gaps

persist.*”® The M.MLLP. crisis is exacerbated by the historical and attempted erasure of

404 “Debra Magpie Earling on Surfacing Through Silence: The Time Is Now,”,
https://milkweed.org/blog/debra-magpie-earling-on-surfacing-through-silence-the-time-is-now.
493 Ibid.

406 Ibid.; “The Lost Journals of Sacajewea: A Discussion with Debra Magpie Earling,”, podcast
audio, June 15, 2023, https://newbooksnetwork.com/debra-magpie-earling.

407 Savanna’s Act, Pub. L. No. 116-165, 134 Stat. 760 (2020); Not Invisible Act, Pub. L. No.
116-166, 134 Stat. 766 (2020).

408 Urban Indian Health Institute, “Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women & Girls.”
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Indigenous people from public records, media coverage, and law enforcement databases—a
dynamic mirrored in the silencing and disappearance of Sacajewea’s story in mainstream
narratives.*"

Indigenous feminist theorists such as Andrea Smith and Sarah Deer frame the M.M.I.P.
crisis as a direct legacy of colonial sexual violence. Smith argues that sexual violence was and
remains a primary tool of colonial domination, inscribing hierarchy and dispossession on Native
women’s bodies and communities.*!® Deer demonstrates how colonial legal systems have failed
to protect Indigenous women, perpetuating cycles of impunity and invisibility that directly
contribute to M.M.L.P.*'! Amnesty International’s Maze of Injustice report documents the
disproportionate rates of violence against Indigenous women and the systemic failures that allow
perpetrators to act with near-total impunity.*!

Hargreaves further contends that Indigenous women’s literature is a vital intervention,
offering new pathways toward action by centering lived experience and exposing the roots of
violence in colonial histories.*!? Earling’s novel, by centering Sacajewea’s experience of

captivity and sexual violence, dramatizes these theoretical insights and refuses to allow the

violence to be sanitized or forgotten.*!*

409 Andrea Smith, Conquest: Sexual Violence and American Indian Genocide (Cambridge, MA:
South End Press, 2005), 13—15.

10 Sarah Deer, The Beginning and End of Rape: Confironting Sexual Violence in Native America
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), 3-5.

1 Urban Indian Health Institute, “Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women & Girls.”

2 Amnesty International, Maze of Injustice: The Failure to Protect Indigenous Women from
Sexual Violence in the USA (New York: Amnesty International, 2007), 2-5.

413 Allison Hargreaves, Violence Against Indigenous Women: Literature, Activism, Resistance
(Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2017), 4-7.

4 1bid.; Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea.
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Earling enacts rhetorical sovereignty by reclaiming Sacajewea’s voice and narrative
authority, refusing colonial archetypes and the “Pocahontas Perplex.”*!* The novel’s fragmented,
poetic form, use of strike marks, and hybridized language assert Indigenous communicative
power and resist assimilation to colonial narrative conventions.*'® This formal innovation is an
act of literary survivance—what Gerald Vizenor describes as “an active sense of presence over
absence, deracination, and oblivion.”*!’

By refusing to reduce Sacajewea to a passive victim, Earling foregrounds her agency,
resilience, and refusal to be defined solely by violence. The novel’s insistence on witness and
remembrance is a direct challenge to the erasure that enables the M.M.L.P. crisis, making visible
the ongoing structures of violence and demanding accountability and justice.*!®

The Lost Journals of Sacajewea exemplifies the ethical and political stakes of
anticolonial borderlands literature. By exposing the deep roots of gendered colonial violence and
insisting on the political urgency of Indigenous women’s safety and visibility, the novel bridges
literary representation and M.M.LP. advocacy.*! Earling’s work demands that readers confront

the realities of violence against Indigenous women and join the call for justice and change,

making it a vital text for understanding and confronting the ongoing crisis.*?°

415 Lyons, “Rhetorical Sovereignty,” 449; Rayna Green, “The Pocahontas Perplex: The Image of
Indian Women in American Culture,” Massachusetts Review 16, no. 4 (1975): 703, 711, 713.

6 Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea; Whatcom County Library System, “Book Buzz.
7 Vizenor, Manifest Manners, 5-7.

8 Barling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea; Hargreaves, Violence Against Indigenous Women,
4-7.

9 1bid.; Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea.

420 Barling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea; Hargreaves, Violence Against Indigenous Women,
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Reading Debra Magpie Earling’s The Lost Journals of Sacajewea (2023) alongside
James Welch’s Fools Crow (1986) reveals a dynamic, intergenerational conversation at the
heart of Montana’s Indigenous literary landscape. Linked by mentorship, shared
geography, and a commitment to anticolonial reclamation, these novels model a
sovereignty-centered, borderlands-theory-driven approach that foregrounds Indigenous
survivance, spatial storying, rhetorical sovereignty, and the centrality of gender and
kinship.

The link between The Lost Journals of Sacajewea and Fools Crow establishes a
foundation for Montana Indigenous literature. Reading the two novels together deepens
understanding of Montana’s Indigenous literary landscape as a multi-vocal, intergenerational
project of survivance and remapping; survivance as a dynamic, multi-modal practice—collective
and ceremonial in Welch, individual and gendered in Earling; and anticolonial borderlands
literature as an ongoing, unfinished process of reclaiming land, voice, and futurity. Together,
Earling and Welch model a sovereignty-centered, anticolonial literary criticism that refuses
colonial logics, centers Indigenous epistemologies, and insists on the ongoing, storied, and

sovereign presence of Native nations in the Montana borderlands.**!

21 Tbid.
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CHAPTER FOUR
BORDERLANDS TRAITS IN JAMES WELCH’S FOOLS
CROW: LITERARY ANALY SIS THROUGH BORDERLANDS

THEORY AND INDIGENOUS EPISTEMOLOGIES

Reviewing Fools Crow through borderlands theory and Indigenous epistemologies, and
eventually connecting themes, commonalities, divergences, and connections between and within
The Lost Journals of Sacajewea and Dancing at the Rascal Fair, grounds the contexts within the
Two Medicine Region as a border region. It centers the nineteenth century as a liminal era for the
U.S. and Montana, both in the changing landscape and in how the rest of the world viewed the
West and how it was changed by settler colonialism and the subsequent realities of extraction,
capital, railways, and the violence of attempted erasure. Exploring identity in these spaces and
times is an intentional act of inspection by each author, who, whether directly or indirectly, was
always in conversation with the others.

Fools Crow follows the personal and spiritual journey of White Man’s Dog, a young
Pikuni*?? man living in the 1870s, and his community as they navigate the complexities of
encroaching colonial expansion. As the protagonist, White Man’s Dog matures into the respected
warrior and healer known as Fools Crow, and he grapples with alienation and the growing threat
of settler colonialism. Initially marginalized within his community, White Man’s Dog earns his
new name and status through acts of bravery, particularly during a pivotal horse raid against the
Crow, where he kills the enemy Chief Bull Shield. This act marks his transition into adulthood

and respect among his people. As Fools Crow, he becomes a cultural and spiritual bridge, guided

422 Welch’s term for Blackfeet Amskapi Piikani
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by visions and elders. He ultimately shoulders the responsibility of leading his people through
the devastating challenges of colonial encroachment, disease, and violence. His story is not only
a coming-of-age but also a meditation on the endurance and adaptation of Blackfeet culture in
the face of historical trauma. The novel follows Fools Crow, the Pikuni People, along with
neighboring communities to what eventually becomes one of the largest U.S. massacres in
history, the Maria (Bear Creek) Massacre.

James Welch was of Blackfeet and Gros Ventre heritage, his mother Gros Ventre and his
father Blackfeet, although Welch pointed out that he is “a breed” with “just as much Irish roots
as Indian roots”.*>* He attended school on the Blackfeet and Fort Belknap Reservations before
graduating from a school in Minneapolis.*** Welch had personal connections to the Bear River
Massacre*?® through his great-grandmother, Red Paint Woman, a survivor of the tragedy, and

also the white settler and trader Malcom Clark, who married a Blackfeet woman,**® Clark’s

423 Ron McFarland, Understanding James Welch (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1985),
1.When asked whether he considered himself to be an “Indian writer”, he answered “I used to be
able to say that I’'m an Indian who writes, and I still say that, but more and more my subject has
been Indians...I seem to becoming more of an Indian writer”.

When asked whether he considered himself to be an “Indian writer”, he answered “I used to be
able to say that I’'m an Indian who writes, and I still say that, but more and more my subject has
been Indians...I seem to becoming more of an Indian writer”.

424 Lee Schweningerdmerican Indian Biographies. (City: Salem Press, Date), 393-394. --> |
cannot find this in his list of publications. Is this the correct title of book?

425 Also known as the Marias or Baker Massacre, Gail Schontzler, “Blackfeet Remember
Montana’s Greatest Indian Massacre,” Bozeman Daily Chronicle, March 30, 2017 --> put
punctuation somewhere in here to keep this source distant from the other information. The dual
naming of this historical event serves as a reminder of the different perspectives and narratives
that exist around historical events, particularly those involving Native American communities
and their interactions with the U.S. government during the period of westward expansion.

426 McFarland, pg. 1
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murder would be a catalyst for the U.S. military’s attack on the unsuspecting Blackfeet
encampment.

Welch’s connection with Red Paint woman resonates throughout Welch’s career. In
Killing Custer, Welch’s non-fiction recounting of the making of the documentary Last Stand at
the Little Bighorn with Paul Stegner, Welch tells the story of the Marias (Bear Creek) Massacre
as a part of the large story of Indigenous Survivance and resistance to U.S. military control over
Indian territory.

Malcolm Clark’s murder on August 17, 1869, stands as the immediate catalyst for the
Bear River Massacre of January 23, 1870. Malcolm Clark was born in the early nineteenth
century and attended the United States Military Academy at West Point, though he was expelled
before graduation. While he did not serve as a commissioned officer, his military education
influenced his later pursuits on the frontier. After leaving West Point, Clark became a fur trader,
operating in the region that would become Montana Territory. He established himself as a key
figure in the fur trade, forming alliances through marriage with Blackfeet women and later
settling as a rancher near present-day Helena, Montana. Clark’s integration into both Euro-
American and Indigenous communities made him a prominent and sometimes controversial
figure in the territory.*?’

On August 17, 1869, Malcolm Clark was killed at his ranch by Pete Owl Child, a Piegan
(Blackfeet) warrior, and several accomplices. The attack stemmed from a personal feud: two

years earlier, Owl Child had accused Clark of horse theft, leading to a violent confrontation in

427 National Archives (U.S.). Records of United States Army Continental Commands, 1821—1920
(Record Group 393). Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Records Administration.
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which Clark and his son Horace beat and humiliated Owl Child. Some Blackfeet sources also
alleged that Clark had raped Owl Child’s wife, further escalating tensions. On the night of the
murder, Owl Child and his party shot and wounded Horace Clarke before killing Malcolm Clark
with an axe.*?8

Clark’s murder provoked widespread fear and outrage among Montana settlers, who
viewed the killing as both a personal crime and a threat to their security. Contemporary
newspapers, such as the Helena Weekly Herald, documented the immediate calls for government
protection and retribution against the Blackfeet. In response to settler pressure, General Philip
Sheridan of the U.S. Army issued an ultimatum to the Blackfoot Confederacy: surrender Owl
Child within two weeks or face military action. When the Blackfeet did not comply, Owl Child,
having fled to Mountain Chief’s band, Sheridan ordered Major Eugene Baker to lead a punitive
expedition, instructing him to “strike them hard.”**°

On January 23, 1870, Major Baker’s troops attacked a Piegan camp along the Marias
River, mistakenly targeting the peaceful band of Chief Heavy Runner rather than the targeted and
presumed hostile group associated with Owl Child. Despite warnings from scouts that the camp
was not the intended target, Baker proceeded with the assault. The attack resulted in the deaths of
between 173 and 217 Piegan people, most of whom were women, children, and the elderly.

Military correspondence and official reports consistently cited Clark’s murder as the justification

428 National Archives and Records Administration, Records of United States Army Continental
Commands, 1821-1920, Record Group 393(Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Records
Administration).

429 Library of Congress, Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. (Washington,
D.C.: Library of Congress).
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for the campaign, framing the massacre as a necessary act of retribution and a means of restoring
order in the territory.**

Baker was selected for the job by Lt. Gen. Phillip Sheridan, the military commander of
the plains, based in Chicago. Sheridan was known for his scorched-earth tactics in the Civil War,
and his famous saying, “The only good Indians I ever saw were dead.”*! Sheridan had sent
special orders to Fort Shaw: “If the lives and property of the citizens of Montana can best be
protected by striking Mountain Chief’s band, I want them struck. Tell Baker to strike them
hard.”*3?

Montana settlements heartily approved of Baker’s action. The Bozeman Pick and Plow
newspaper reported on Feb. 10, 1870, on a mass meeting, which passed several resolutions:
“That our thanks are due, and are hereby gratefully tendered, to Col. Baker and his men, for their
toilsome march in an inclement season to chastise our savage robber foes, and for the deserved
though terrible punishment inflicted upon them ....”*3

James Welch’s Fools Crow explores the significance of family and community within the

Blackfeet (Pikuni) world, presenting them as essential to cultural identity, resilience, and survival

amid the pressures of colonial encroachment. The novel foregrounds the interconnectedness of

430 Montana Historical Society, Territorial Governor’s Correspondence and Local Government
Records (Helena, MT: Montana Historical Society Archives); and various authors, Reports from
Scouts, Indian Agents, and Military Officers regarding the Murder of Malcolm Clark and the
Baker Massacre, 1869—-1870. (Helena: Montana Historical Society Archives).

1 Dee Brown, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: An Indian History of the American West (New
York: Henry Holt, 1970), 170-171.

432 Robert M. Utley, Frontier Regulars: The United States Army and the Indian, 1866—1891

(New York: Macmillan, 1973), 158—159.

433 James Welch and Paul Stekler, Killing Custer: The Battle of the Little Bighorn and the Fate of
the Plains Indians (New York: W.W. Norton, 1994), 100-101.
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kinship, communal governance, and ritual, illustrating how these elements underpin both
individual development and collective endurance.

Welch situates the family as the foundation of Pikuni society. Fools Crow grows up
within a multigenerational household, reflecting the importance of extended kinship ties. His
relationship with his father, Rides-at-the-door, exemplifies how intergenerational knowledge is
passed down, with elders serving both as mentors and custodians of tradition. White Man’s Dog
looked up to his father and saw him as an accomplished leader. “Not so lucky was White Man’s
Dog. He had little to show for his eighteen winters. His father, Rides-at-the-door, had many
horses and three wives. He himself had three horses and no wives.”** Throughout the novel,
White Man’s Dog, who eventually becomes Fools Crow, and his father, Rides-at-the-door, are
sources of leadership and grounding for the protagonist.

Later that night the two men walked over to the lodge of Three Bears. White Man’s Dog

followed his father in and when he straightened up he was surprised to see so many

people present. Three Bears sat at the head of the fire, away from the entrance.

“Welcome, my son. Come here and sit beside me. You have been gone too long.” White

Man’s Dog looked at his father. Rides-at-the-door smiled. And so, the young man sat in

the place of honor and told of all the greetings that had been sent to Three Bears and the

Lone Eaters. He told them of Mountain Chiefs flight to Canada.***

The passage exemplifies White Man’s Dog's respect for his father and the dynamics of
friendship and honor within the community. Rides-at-the-Door’s This dynamic is not merely

personal but deeply cultural, highlighting the Blackfeet practice of learning through observation

and participation in communal life. The contrast between Fools Crow’s strengthening family

B4 Welch, Fools Crow,3.
435 Welch, Fools Crow, 101.
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bonds and the alienation of his friend, Fast Horse, further underscores the importance of familial
cohesion for both individual and tribal well-being.**

Marriage and partnership in Fools Crow are depicted as both personal commitments and
communal alliances. Fools Crow’s marriage to Red Paint, the daughter of Yellow Kidney, is
significant not only for the individuals involved but also for the larger community, as it
reinforces inter-family bonds and stability. Red Paint’s roles as wife and mother are central, with
the birth of their son at the novel’s conclusion symbolizing hope and continuity. Women in the
novel are depicted as vital to the survival and cohesion of Pikuni society; they are responsible for
economic production, cultural preservation, and the nurturing of future generations.**” Welch’s
portrayal of gender roles is nuanced, challenging Western stereotypes by presenting women as
integral to both the household and the broader community.**

At the communal level, Welch carefully reconstructs the social organization and
governance of the Lone Eaters band. Chiefs like Rides-at-the-door lead by consensus, and
decision-making is collective, rooted in respect and reciprocity rather than authoritarian control.

Spiritual leaders, such as the medicine man Mik-api, hold revered positions and act as mediators

between the community and the spiritual world. Rituals and storytelling are fundamental to

436 Welch, Fools Crow, 28-31; Arnold Krupat, “Ethnocriticism and the Canon,” in The Voice in
the Margin: Native American Literature and the Canon (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1989), 196—198.

BT Welch, Fools Crow, 243-245.

438 Karen M. Morin, “Gender and Place in Native American Life Narratives: The Case of Fools
Crow,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 19, no. 3 (1998): 89-92.
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maintaining cultural memory, transmitting values, and guiding both individual and collective
action.**’

The arrival of white settlers and the subsequent threats of disease, resource depletion, and
violence placed tremendous strain on Pikuni society. Welch documents these disruptions,
including the devastating Marias River Massacre, which highlights both the vulnerability and
endurance of the community.** Despite these existential threats, the Blackfeet's resilience is
evident in their continued observance of ritual, maintenance of oral tradition, and unwavering
commitment to collective survival. The birth of Fools Crow’s son, Butterfly, at the novel’s end is
a potent symbol of hope, representing the possibility of renewal and cultural continuity even in
the face of governmental attempted erasure.**!

Fools Crow explores the threat to tribal sovereignty, the collapse of traditional
economies, and the resilience of Indigenous leadership and culture. Welch addresses politics and
economics in Fools Crow by portraying the Blackfeet struggle against colonial encroachment,
the imposition of U.S. government policies, and the catastrophic economic consequences of
westward expansion. The novel situates these themes within the lived experiences of its
characters, highlighting both the external pressures of settler colonialism and the internal
dynamics of tribal governance and adaptation. Welch’s narrative draws on historical realities

such as the loss of buffalo, the fur trade, smallpox, starvation winters, and the reservation system

439 Welch, Fools Crow, 69—73; Kathryn W. Shanley, “Welch’s Fools Crow: The Power of Oral
Tradition,” MELUS 17, no. 1 (Spring 1991): 19-21.
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to illustrate the profound transformation and disruption of Blackfeet society, while also affirming
the agency and resilience of Indigenous peoples in the face of dispossession and cultural assault.

Fools Crow is set during a period of intense political crisis for the Blackfeet, as U.S.
expansion and settler encroachment threaten their land, autonomy, and way of life. The novel
foregrounds the “gap between official national histories... and the hitherto only partially
expressed point of view of Native Americans on the history of their conflict with the colonizers,”
offering a counter-narrative to dominant historical accounts.**? The Blackfeet are depicted as
facing mounting political pressures: land loss, threats of violence, and the undermining of their
traditional governance structures.

The historical context of the novel is marked by aggressive federal policies such as the
Indian Removal Act and subsequent allotment programs that sought to dispossess Native peoples
and forced assimilation. Welch references these policies as mechanisms of “all-encompassing
violence” and “ethnic cleansing,” emphasizing their role in the systematic dismantling of tribal
sovereignty.*** The duplicity of U.S. government agents, the relentless push for land acquisition,
and the imposition of “civilizing” programs are all depicted as existential threats to the
Blackfeet’s survival.***

Within the tribe, leadership is portrayed as both a source of strength and a site of struggle.

Chiefs like Rides-at-the-Door must navigate the demands of diplomacy with U.S. officials, the

42 Birgit Dawes, “Native North American Literatures: Reflections on Critical Approaches,” in
The Routledge Companion to Native American Literature, ed. Deborah L. Madsen (London:
Routledge, 2016), 112.

43 Bernardin, “Contact Zones: American Indian Women and the Politics of Tradition,” MELUS
26, no. 1 (2001): 41-42.
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threat of violence from settlers, and the need to maintain unity among their people.* Welch resists
the trope of the passive Native victim, instead highlighting the agency, resilience, and
adaptability of Blackfeet leaders as they confront these challenges.**> The maturation of White
Man’s Dog (Fools Crow) into a leader symbolizes the tribe’s efforts to assert autonomy and
preserve cultural integrity.*46

Within Fools Crow, James Welch crafts a nuanced portrait of Blackfeet leadership as both
a source of communal strength and a site of profound struggle. Chiefs like Rides-at-the-Door are
depicted as strategic diplomats, compelled to navigate the fraught terrain between the demands
of U.S. officials, the ever-present threat of settler violence, and the imperative to maintain unity
and cultural integrity among their people. In council, Rides-at-the-Door cautions, “We must be
careful. The Napikwans are many, and they have powerful weapons. We must not give them

99447

reason to strike at us,”*"’ voicing the precarious balance between resistance and accommodation.

He advocates for dialogue and negotiation—"“We must try to talk to them. If we fight, many will

448 while also seeking

die. If we do nothing, they will take our land. We must find a way to live
to understand the motives of the Napikwans: “We must try to understand these Napikwans. They
are not all the same. Some want peace, some want our land. We must know which is which.”**

Welch’s depiction of Rides-at-the-Door aligns with historical accounts of Blackfoot

leadership, which emphasize decentralized authority, consensus-building, and the strategic use of

445 Welch, Fools Crow, 102—105.
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diplomacy as a means of protecting the people’s interests in the face of colonial encroachment.*>
As Hall notes, Blackfoot leaders “were not passive intermediaries but active agents who
maintained their own diplomatic protocols, enforced boundaries, and negotiated with both
colonial and Indigenous powers to protect their people’s interests.”*! This leadership is
continually tested by internal dissent, particularly from younger warriors who advocate for direct
resistance. Rides-at-the-Door insists, “We have laws for a reason. If we abandon them now, we

are no better than those who would destroy us. Listen to your elders,”*?

reaffirming the
importance of traditional governance and communal unity even as the tribe faces existential
threats.

Welch resists the colonial trope of the passive Native victim by foregrounding the agency,
resilience, and adaptability of Blackfeet leaders. As Kathryn Shanley observes, the novel
“depicts Blackfeet leadership as adaptive, strategic, and deeply invested in the survival of the
people,”**? while Kenneth Lincoln highlights the “ethics of survival and diplomacy” embodied
by Rides-at-the-Door, who balances tradition and adaptation in the face of settler
encroachment.** Louis Owens further argues that Welch “subverts the myth of the passive
Indian” by portraying leadership as a dynamic process of negotiation, mediation, and sacred

responsibility.**?

40 1bid., 4-5, 13.

1 wWelch, Fools Crow, 213.
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The maturation of White Man’s Dog into Fools Crow serves as a powerful symbol of the
tribe’s efforts to assert autonomy and preserve cultural integrity. His journey from uncertain
youth to visionary leader is marked by spiritual guidance, communal responsibility, and the
refusal of victimhood—a process that Robert Gish interprets as a “hero’s journey” deeply linked
to the collective struggle for survival.**® Fools Crow’s visionary experiences and eventual
leadership are not merely personal achievements but acts of survivance, in Gerald Vizenor’s
sense: “an active sense of presence, the continuance of native stories, not a mere reaction, or a
survivable name.”*’ Welch’s narrative thus enacts what Bernardin calls “the ethics of witness,”
as Fools Crow’s leadership is grounded in storytelling, vision, and the creative continuance of
community.**

This dynamic of leadership as survivance is further illuminated by Indigenous literary
theorists. Weaver, Womack, and Warrior argue that “the survival of the people is inseparable
from the survival of the nation; leadership is measured by the ability to sustain community in the

face of colonial disruption.”** Goeman emphasizes that Indigenous governance is enacted

through relationality and the remapping of community boundaries, with survivance as a
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collective process.*®® The tension between diplomatic accommodation and internal unity, as
depicted in Fools Crow, reflects the real dilemmas faced by Blackfeet leaders under colonial
pressure, a theme echoed in William Farr’s analysis of Blackfeet governance during the Bear
River Massacre in Montana.

In sum, Welch’s Fools Crow offers a richly layered exploration of Blackfeet leadership,
agency, and survivance. By centering the strategic, adaptive, and visionary qualities of leaders
like Rides-at-the-Door and Fools Crow, the novel resists colonial narratives of victimry and
foregrounds the ongoing assertion of Blackfeet sovereignty and cultural integrity in the face of
overwhelming odds.

Economically, Fools Crow depicts the catastrophic impact of westward expansion and the
destruction of the buffalo herds, which are central to the Blackfeet’s subsistence and culture. The
novel details how the influx of settlers and the fur trade accelerate the depletion of buffalo,
leading to starvation, poverty, and dependency on U.S. treaty agreements that never actualize.**!
The buffalo is not merely an economic resource but the keystone of a holistic and sustainable
way of life; its loss represents both material and spiritual devastation.*6?

Welch contrasts the communal, sustainable economic practices of the Blackfeet with the
extractive, profit-driven systems imposed by colonial authorities. The forced transition to cattle

ranching and farming on reservations is depicted as inadequate and humiliating, as these
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practices cannot replace the buffalo or sustain the community.*%> The reservation system itself is
shown to be a tool of control, designed to confine and assimilate Native peoples while
undermining their traditional economies.*¢*

The novel also explores the double-edged nature of the fur trade and market integration.
While new goods and technologies (such as firearms) become highly coveted, their acquisition
accelerates resource depletion and deepens the Blackfeet’s vulnerability to market fluctuations
and settler exploitation.*> Welch’s depiction of economic transformation is thus both critical and
empathetic, illustrating the resilience of the Blackfeet as they adapt and resist in the face of
overwhelming odds.*6®

Fools Crow addresses the changes to Blackfeet (Pikuni) territory through a series of
mounting, negative interactions with the Napikwans, foreshadowed by visions and dreams of
Pikuni members.*®” It establishes the interconnection between the Pikuni people's spirituality and
their natural environment, and contrasts it with the encroaching Napikwans and the changing
landscape that results. Welch portrays this relationship through the tribe's worship of Napi (their
creator) and other deities manifested in natural elements such as the sky, stars, animals, and fish,

while the Napikwan are portrayed as destructive, invasive, and disconnected from the land. The

Pikuni spiritual connection to the land is a foundation for understanding the devastating impact
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of colonial encroachment, as each physical change to the environment by the Napikwan
represents a corresponding spiritual wound to the Pikuni people.*®®

Welch’s Fools Crow offers an exploration of Blackfeet (Pikuni) spirituality, religious
beliefs, and the deep connection to land. Through a careful blend of narrative, ritual, and
landscape, Welch both affirms Indigenous epistemologies and critiques the forces of
colonization. Scholarly critics have emphasized how these elements are essential not only to the
novel’s aesthetic but also to its cultural and political significance. Welch’s depiction of Blackfeet
spirituality is central to his narrative. Visions, dreams, and ceremonies are not mere literary
devices but are rooted in Indigenous traditions. Fools Crow’s vision quest, for instance, is
represented with ethnographic detail, emphasizing the importance of dreams as legitimate
sources of wisdom and guidance. The medicine man Mik-api, a crucial figure in the novel,
embodies the tribe’s spiritual authority and mediates between the physical and spiritual worlds.
Welch’s attention to spiritual experience “foregrounds the ways in which Native cosmologies
differ fundamentally from Euroamerican rationalism, privileging the sacred, the visionary, and
the communal.”*® These religious practices are not only personal but also communal, shaping
the Pikuni’s collective identity and resilience.

The relationship between the Pikuni and their land is sacred and symbiotic. Welch depicts
the land as a living entity, with sacred sites such as Chief Mountain serving as anchors of

spiritual and cultural identity. Similar to The Lost Journals of Sacajewea, “the landscape in

Fools Crow is more than setting; it is an animate presence, shaping and shaped by the people
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who inhabit it”.#’° This connection is expressed in rituals, hunting and gathering practices, and
oral traditions that situate the Pikuni within a broader web of kinship with nonhuman entities.
The loss of land, as a result of colonial encroachment, is shown to be not only a material loss but
a spiritual and existential crisis for the Pikuni people.

The Pikuni People listen to and see the land as part of themselves, honoring weather and
land signals as messages and warnings.*’! Yet the land is changing due to the influx of
Napikwans, their settlements, and their cattle. “Fools Crow had taken to traveling cautiously
now, for he was in the country of the Napikwans. There were ranches along the Big River and
others scattered on the bluffs around. Each year there were more and more, and they became
harder to avoid”.*’?> Welch depicts the changing plains for the Pikunis as inevitable, yet they hold
on to their way of life for survival and resist their physical encroachment.

Ceremony and oral tradition are vital to the preservation of Pikuni culture throughout
Fools Crow. Rituals such as the Sun Dance and the use of medicine bundles are rendered with
precision and reverence, demonstrating their importance for communal renewal and healing.
James Ruppert argues that Welch’s narrative style itself “incorporates oral storytelling strategies,
blending myth, memory, and history to affirm the continuity and vitality of Blackfeet
traditions.”’® Through storytelling, the Pikuni pass down their values, reinforce community

bonds, and provide guidance for future generations.
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Colonial Disruption in the Borderlands

Welch’s novel underscores the devastating eftects of colonization on Indigenous religious
and land-based practices. The spread of disease, the loss of territory, and the imposition of
Western cultural norms threaten to unravel the spiritual and social fabric of Pikuni life. As critic
Louis Owens asserts, “Fools Crow is ultimately a lament for a world under siege, but also a
testament to the endurance of Native ways of knowing and being”.*’* The novel thus becomes
both a memorial to what has been lost and a celebration of what endures.

Fools Crow enacts the Montana borderlands as a living, storied, and contested space,
foregrounding the instability, trauma, and creative potential of nepantla. Through its depiction of
the Pikuni homeland, its disruption of settler time, its enactment of survivance, and its use of
language and orality as forms of resistance, the novel aligns with both borderlands’ theories and
Indigenous epistemologies, asserting the ongoing presence, agency, and sovereignty of the
Pikuni people.

Fools Crow situates the Pikuni homeland at the heart of the colonial borderlands,
rendering it not as a static backdrop but as a living, storied geography under siege. The novel’s
setting spans the Two Medicine and Marias River country, the foothills of the Rockies, and the
“Medicine Line” (the imposed 49th parallel) and foregrounds the ongoing production and
contestation of colonial borders. These boundaries are not natural or inevitable; they are violently
imposed by U.S. military force, treaty duplicity, and settler encroachment, all of which the

Pikuni resist through ceremony, kinship, and narrative.*”
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The Two Medicine region is situated in northwestern Montana, encompassing the
watershed of the Two Medicine River and its tributaries, the foothills and eastern slopes of what
is now called the Lewis Range (Rocky Mountains), and the adjacent Northern Plains. The
dramatic rise of the Rocky Mountain Front defines the region’s western boundary. Its eastern
extent transitions into rolling prairie as the river flows toward what is now called the Marias
River. Elevations range from over 9,000 feet in the Lewis Range to approximately 3,500—4,000
feet on the plains.*’® Key landmarks include Two Medicine Lake, a glacially carved lake at the
river’s headwaters within what is now Glacier National Park-Two Medicine Pass, and the
Badger-Two Medicine area, an area of immense ecological and cultural significance. The region
is a classic ecotone, where alpine, subalpine, montane, and prairie ecosystems intermix,
supporting high biodiversity and vital wildlife corridors.*”’

Administratively, the Two Medicine region is divided among Glacier National Park
(west), the Blackfeet Indian Reservation (central and east), and what is now called the Lewis and
Clark National Forest (south, including the Badger-Two Medicine). The Badger-Two Medicine
area, in particular, straddles the boundary between the Blackfeet Reservation and federal lands,
reflecting the ongoing contestation of access and stewardship.*’

The Blackfeet have inhabited the Two Medicine region for time immemorial, as attested

by oral histories, archaeological evidence, and ecological stewardship.*’® The region is central to
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seasonal rounds, supporting bison hunting, fishing, foraging, and the gathering of medicinal and
ceremonial plants. The landscape was not wilderness but a “human landscape,” shaped by
Blackfeet land management, fire regimes, and spiritual practice.*3

The mountains are known as the “Backbone of the World,” a term that reflects their
centrality in Blackfeet cosmology and creation stories. The Badger-Two Medicine area, in
particular, is regarded as a sacred site of origin, a place of vision quests, medicine bundle
ceremonies, and other spiritual practices.*3! Rosalyn LaPier’s scholarship emphasizes the
importance of storytelling, oral tradition, and ceremonial knowledge in maintaining Blackfeet
relationships with this landscape, where the land itself is an active participant in spiritual and
communal life.*s?

The 1855 Lame Bull Treaty*®® recognized Blackfeet territory east of the Rockies and
established a “common hunting ground,” but did not cede land ownership.*** The treaty
recognized Blackfeet sovereignty over the Two Medicine region and guaranteed hunting, fishing,
and land-use rights. However, under increasing pressure, the Blackfeet were compelled to cede

vast tracts of land, including the mountain front and the Two Medicine area, through a series of

agreements culminating in the 1896 “Ceded Strip.”*®> This agreement removed the Badger-Two
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Medicine and northern Rocky Mountain front from the Reservation, but the Blackfeet reserved
rights to hunt, fish, and gather in these areas. The northern portion became part of Glacier
National Park in 1910.%%¢ further appropriating land from the Blackfeet People. Despite exclusion
from the Reservation, the Blackfeet have maintained spiritual, cultural, and legal claims to the
Badger-Two Medicine, asserting pre-existing rights to access, stewardship, and ceremony. The
area remains a focal point for Blackfeet cultural resurgence, legal advocacy, and resistance to
extractive development.*®’This resistance and resurgence represent Montana as a contested
space, both as a storied land and a living space, multilayered and dynamic, and also as property

to be delineated, extracted, bought, and sold.

Encroaching Colonialism

The first violent encounter between the Blackfeet and U.S. representatives occurred at the
Two Medicine Fight Site in 1806, when members of the Lewis and Clark expedition clashed with
Blackfeet warriors along the Two Medicine River. This event marked the beginning of a fraught
relationship between the Blackfeet and American expansion, inaugurating a long era of violence,
dispossession, and resistance.*3

The fur trade era brought American, British, and French traders into the region, but the
Blackfeet maintained dominance and resisted incursions. The 1846 Oregon Treaty established

the 49th parallel, the “Medicine Line”, as the international boundary, Oregon Country (west of

86 Ibid.; NPS, "Two Medicine Valley Trails - Destinations and Elevation Change."

7 LaPier, Invisible Reality, 180—85.

488 National Park Service, "Two Medicine Fight Site" last modified June 17, 2017,
https://www.nps.gov/places/two-medicine-fight-site-mt.htm; Paul R. Wylie, Blood on the
Marias: The Baker Massacre (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2016), 1-3.
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the Rockies), the 49th parallel as the boundary east of the Rockies was established by the
Convention of 1818. Blackfeet territory is east of the divide.

bisecting Blackfeet homelands and restricting seasonal migrations and kinship
networks.**® The imposition of the Medicine Line, enforced by both U.S. and Canadian
authorities, gradually curtailed Blackfeet mobility and sovereignty.**® From the 1850s onward, a
series of treaties, executive orders, and congressional acts progressively reduced Blackfeet
territory, culminating in the cession of the Two Medicine and Badger Creek areas.®!

Yet, the “Medicine Line” itself is a paradigmatic borderlands site: an artificial, colonial
boundary that marks the northern limit of Pikuni territory and becomes a locus of anxiety and
negotiation as the Pikuni contemplate fleeing north to escape U.S. military violence.*> The
border is not a line but a wound, as Anzaldta writes, “a site of nepantla, where the instability of
identity and sovereignty is both a source of trauma and creative possibility.”***> Welch’s Fools
Crow is a representation of such trauma and creative possibility. Lois Welch, James Welch’s
widow, suggests that Jim Loney, the protagonist in Death of Jim Loney “didn’t know his own
people’s history, and that’s what he really needed to get his life together,”*** highlighting the

possibility that regional writing can reflect the wound; Jim kills himself for a lack of narrative

like Fools Crow, exemplifying the harsh reality of Native American suicide and intergenerational
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trauma.**> Welch’s creative desire to both dispel the myths of Native erasure and rewrite/remap
Montana as a site of recovery and survivance, reclaiming Native stories and agency.**

After writing Fools Crow and before its publication, Welch’s editor wanted Him to “kill
off” the protagonist at the end of the novel. Still, Welch refused and consequently found another
editor. Welch’s refusal to end Fools Crow with the protagonist’s death is a deliberate,
theoretically rich subversion of the “vanishing Indian” myth and a powerful act of Indigenous
survivance.*’ By keeping Fools Crow alive, Welch resists colonial demands for closure,
disappearance, and terminal tragedy, instead asserting the ongoing presence, agency, and futurity
of the Pikuni people. This authorial choice is grounded in both biographical evidence and a
sophisticated engagement with borderlands theory, Indigenous epistemologies, and the critique

of settler colonial narrative structures. The alternate ending would have been especially harsh,
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given that the novel leads up to the Bear Creek Massacre, depicting the deaths of almost 200
Pikuni Peoples. Welch’s refusal exemplifies his intention to subvert the colonial narrative and
reclaim Native survivance.

In Fools Crow, the Two Medicine/Bear River*”® country is a storied, sovereign homeland,
animated by oral tradition and kinship networks. The land is not empty but “inhabited and
sovereign,” its meaning continually remapped through Pikuni ceremony and story.**® The land’s
animation through oral tradition and kinship occurs when Fools Crow, guided by Raven, frees
Wolverine from a white man’s steel trap. Raven appears to Fools Crow and leads him to
Wolverine, who is suffering and near death. Fools Crow’s act of compassion forges a spiritual
bond. Wolverine becomes his animal helper, later appearing in visions and gifting him a battle
song that ensures his success and survival.’®® This enacts what LaPier describes as Blackfeet
land-based oral tradition, where animal helpers are real agents and relatives, and where ongoing
relationships between human and nonhuman kin animate the land**!. The story of Raven and
Wolverine is a living narrative that remaps the Two Medicine country as a place of agency,
memory, and spiritual power. Such scenes “revive suppressed histories and resist the erasure of
Indigenous presence,” with animal helpers serving as conduits for the land’s agency and

memory.>*
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Deconstruction of Settler Time,” Transmotion 5, no. 1 (2019): 56-75.

59 James Welch, Fools Crow (New York: Viking, 1986), pg. 61-72

S0 Rosalyn R. LaPier, Invisible Reality: Storytellers, Storytakers, and the Supernatural World of
the Blackfeet (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2017), 5-7.

392 Sanja Runti¢ and Marija KneZevié¢, “The Book as a ‘Contact Zone’—Textualizing Orality in
James Welch’s Fools Crow,” sic 2 (2011): 10-12.
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In the novel’s opening, White Man’s Dog surveys the Two Medicine River and the lodges
of the Lone Eaters, orienting himself by named landmarks such as the “Backbone of the World”
(the Rocky Mountains) and Chief Mountain.>*® These acts of naming and orientation assert
Indigenous spatial sovereignty and transform the landscape into a storied homeland rather than a
colonial frontier’® . The land’s meaning is continually renewed through these acts of narration
and ceremonial engagement.

Additionally, the Sun Dance ceremony, held in the open spaces of the Two Medicine
country, is a communal and spiritual event that reaffirms the Pikuni’s relationship to the land and
to each other. During the Sun Dance, Fools Crow undergoes ritual torture and receives a vision
of Wolverine, marking a liminal passage and reaffirming the land’s sovereignty as an active
participant in Pikuni spiritual life.’® Doro Wiese notes that such ceremonial scenes foreground
the land as “inhabited and sovereign,” with meaning continually remapped through vision and
ritual, rather than fixed by colonial boundaries.>*® Welch’s narrative thus enacts what Goeman
terms “spatial storying”.>*” The Pikuni homeland is not merely a physical territory but a storied
space, animated by oral tradition, ceremonial practice, and kinship relations that predate and

exceed colonial mapping.*®

393 Welch, Fools Crow, pg 1-7

394 Goeman, Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2013), 3-5.

395 Welch, Fools Crow, Chapters 8-9, 13;Barry, “‘A Myth to Be Alive’: James Welch’s Fools
Crow,” MELUS 17, no. 1 (March 1, 1992): 7-9, https://doi.org/10.2307/467320.

396 Wiese, “Untranslatable Timescapes in James Welch’s Fools Crow and the Deconstruction of
Settler Time,” Transmotion 5, no. 1 (2019):60-62.

97 Goeman, Mark My Words, 3-5.

%8 Ibid., 5.
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The looming threat of forced removal to a reservation represents the colonial imposition
of fixed boundaries and the fracturing of Pikuni kinship and mobility, in contrast to the freedom
and relationality of traditional Pikuni territory.’* As tensions arose in Pikuni territory, Mountain
Chief gave a speech reflecting the community conflict,

...I myself have never liked the Napikwan,’!? and I say to you now I would do

anything to rid this land of their presence. But many of our chiefs have spoken

against me and I respect their arguments. They say that Napikwan is a way of life

now. Some even suggest that we go to his schools and his churches. They say if we

learn his language, we can beat him with his own words...But I will do as my chiefs

demand. We will counsel with the whites, and if they do not want too much, we

will make a new treaty. My heart is not in this, but [ will accede to the wishes of
my people.’!!

Throughout the novel, the Pikunis and surrounding communities grapple with the growing threat
of colonialism and strive to keep their customs and way of life. Welch depicts the contradicting
opinions and fears of other chiefs, thus reflecting the struggle against assimilation for survivance.
The novel’s disruption of Euro-Western, linear temporality in Fools Crow enacts “temporal
untranslatability” by foregrounding Indigenous Pikuni time, which is cyclical, relational, and
embedded in ceremony and oral tradition that settler narratives of progress or inevitability cannot
subsume.’!?

The novel’s structure weaves together mythic time, dreams, visions, and historical events,
resisting assimilation into the teleological frameworks of colonial historiography. Not only does
the Sun Dance ceremony reflect Pikuni's connection to the land, but it is also a liminal,

communal event in which White Man’s Dog undergoes a rite of passage and receives a vision of

399 Welch, Fools Crow, 124 (one example).
310'Welch’s Pikuni work for white settlers
S Goeman, Mark My Words, 3-5.

12 Welch, Fools Crow, 120-22
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his animal helper, Wolverine.’'® This ceremony marks a transition from boyhood to manhood,
from ordinary to spiritually empowered. It is a site of communal and contested space, where the
boundaries between the physical and the spiritual, the past and the future, are blurred.>'*

In addition, Fools Crow’s visionary journey to the spirit world, where he meets So-at-sa-
ki (Feather Woman), could be understood as a borderland where the boundary between worlds is
blurred once again. In his vision, he witnesses the future suffering of his people, the end of the
buffalo, and the forced assimilation of Pikuni children, highlighting both the trauma and creative
potential of nepantla.>!® The narrative’s refusal to integrate into settler time is itself a form of
survivance and borderlands resistance, exposing the artificiality and violence of colonial
temporalities that seek to render Indigenous peoples as relics of the past or as obstacles to
progress.>!®

At the heart of Fools Crow is the enactment of what Vizenor calls survivance: a
“narrative presence” that actively refuses “simulations of absence and dominance.”!” The
novel’s depiction of the Baker/Bear River Massacre in Montana, the deliberate act of U.S.
military violence that killed at least 173 mostly non-combatant Pikuni, marks the violent

imposition of settler colonial borders and the attempted destruction of Pikuni sovereignty.>!® Yet,

13 Murphree, “Welch’s Fools Crow,” 41-43.

14 Welch, Fools Crow, 358-60; Barry, ““A Myth to Be Alive’: James Welch’s Fools Crow,”
MELUS 17, no. 1 (March 1, 1992):7-9, https://doi.org/10.2307/467320.

7-9.

315 Wiese, “Untranslatable Timescapes in James Welch’s Fools Crow and the Deconstruction of
Settler Time,” Transmotion 5, no. 1 (2019):60-62.

316 Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1999), ix.

317 Welch, Fools Crow, 301-15; Paul R. Wylie, Blood on the Marias: The Baker Massacre
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2016), 210-12.
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the massacre is not the end of the story: the survivors’ ceremonies, stories, and kinship ties enact
survivance, refusing to let colonial violence define the totality of Blackfeet history.!

White Man’s Dog’s transformation into Fools Crow is a classic nepantla moment: he
occupies an in-between state, neither fully a respected warrior nor an outcast, until he kills the
Crow chief Bull Shield during a raid and earns his new name.'® This transformation is not merely
personal but communal, enacted through vision quests, ceremonial obligations, and the resilience
of the Pikuni people. The Sun Dance, vision quests, and Fools Crow’s journey to the spirit world
all mark liminal passages that are both traumatic and generative, aligning with Anzaldta’s
concept of nepantla and with Indigenous frameworks of ceremonial knowledge.>?°

Yet Fools Crow is not the only character that represents or experiences nepantla and
ceremonial knowledge. Yellow Kidney is marked by his capture, mutilation, and return from the
Crow camp, occupying a space between life and death, belonging and exile.’*! Fast Horse
represents failed liminality; his inability to fulfill communal and spiritual obligations leads to
alienation and tragedy, underscoring the dangers of unresolved nepantla.’*

Often, the female characters represent liminal spaces and are present during Fools Crow's
times of transition. Feather Woman (So-at-sa-ki), Red Paint, Heavy Shield Woman, Kills-close-
to-the-lake, and White Cow Woman embody Indigenous borderlands and liminality through their

roles as ceremonial centers, kinship anchors, survivors of violence, and mediators between

worlds. Their experiences and narrative functions are best understood through Indigenous

319 Wylie, Blood on the Marias, 210—12.

320 Welch, Fools Crow, 15—17; Runtié¢ and Knezevié, “The Book as a ‘Contact Zone’
Textualizing Orality in James Welch’s Fools Crow,” sic 2 (2011): 6-8.

2L welch, Fools Crow, 180-85.

322 Welch, Fools Crow, 60—62.
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feminist and borderlands frameworks, which foreground relational ontology, spiritual agency,
gendered liminality, and resistance to colonial erasure.

Feather Woman, a foundational figure in Blackfeet cosmology, embodies the contested
spaces of land and spirit. Her myth, recounted in Fools Crow’s vision,>?* tells of her crossing
from earth to the sky world, her transgression (digging the forbidden turnip), and her banishment
back to earth.’?* This positions her eternally between worlds, a mourner and guide whose actions
open a rift (“hole in the sky”) that brings both suffering and spiritual knowledge to her people.?
In Fools Crow’s climactic vision, Feather Woman paints a hide that reveals the future devastation
of the Pikuni disease, loss, and assimilation, yet insists that “the stories will be handed down,”
affirming the persistence of Pikuni identity.* Her presence mediates knowledge from the spirit
realm to the human, embodying the instability and creative potential of nepantla.’?’ Feather
Woman'’s liminality “marks the border between worlds and the possibility of Indigenous
futurity.”>?8

Red Paint, daughter of Yellow Kidney and Heavy Shield Woman and wife to Fools Crow,
exemplifies the ceremonial and relational center of Pikuni life. She is a bridge between families,

traditions, and the everyday and ceremonial spheres. Red Paint’s support of Fools Crow during

his vision quest and her role in Sun Dance preparations position her as a mediator of ceremonial

523 Ibid. 32-33.

524 Ibid.

525 LaPier, Invisible Reality: Storytellers, Storytakers, and the Supernatural World of the
Blackfeet (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2017), 5-7.

326 Welch, Fools Crow, 385-386.

527 Anzaldta, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books,
1987), 100-101.

528 Cook, “A Tapestry of History and Reimagination,” 445.
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and domestic spaces.’?® Her nurturing and mediating roles reflect Allen’s sacred hoop, while her
participation in communal rituals fosters a sense of egalitarian solidarity and
transformation.**°As Cook argues, Red Paint’s experiences “foster a sense of communal
transformation and resilience in the face of crisis.”!

Heavy Shield Woman, matriarch of the Lone Eaters, embodies the authority and
resilience of Indigenous women in the borderlands. She leads mourning rituals for Yellow
Kidney, including cutting her hair, slashing her arms and legs, and painting her face with ash,
acts that publicly mark grief and reaffirm communal bonds.>? Her guidance during famine and
her role in organizing food distribution illustrate her authority in both domestic and communal
spheres.>** Heavy Shield Woman’s actions remap the home and camp as storied, sovereign
spaces, resisting colonial containment, a direct enactment of Goeman’s spatial storying.>** She
exemplifies Allen’s sacred hoop, transmitting knowledge and maintaining communal balance,
and her ability to negotiate between tradition and adaptation marks her as a liminal figure
navigating shifting realities.>*

Kills-close-to-the-lake, as a survivor of captivity and violence, embodies the gendered

liminality of Indigenous women in the borderlands. Her narrative arc, which is marked by

529 Welch, Fools Crow, Chapters 8-9, 13.

530 Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (Chicago: Aldine, 1969), 94-97;
Allen, The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in American Indian Traditions (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1986), 1-2.

331 Cook, “A Tapestry of History and Reimagination,” 447.

532 Welch, Fools Crow, Chapter 5.

533 Ibid.

534Goeman, Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2013), 3-5.

535 Allen, The Sacred Hoop, 1-2, 11.
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captivity among the Crow, sexual violence, and eventual return to the Pikuni, positions her as a
liminal figure between the Pikuni and Crow worlds.>*¢ The recounting of her dream, where
Skunk Bear “ravishes her” and bites off her finger,**” blurs the boundaries between dream and
reality, human and animal, victimhood and agency.’*® Her ritual sacrifice (sacrificing a finger at
the Sun Dance) and the placement of the white stone at Fools Crow’s sleeping place symbolize
both her trauma and her ongoing connection to the community.>*

The female characters in Fools Crow are not passive figures but active agents in the
borderlands of ceremony, kinship, trauma, and survivance. Their liminality and resilience are
best understood through Indigenous feminist and borderlands frameworks, which reveal the
ongoing remapping of meaning, identity, and sovereignty in the Pikuni homeland. As Cook
concludes, “Welch’s women are central to the negotiation, resilience, and creative transformation
of the borderlands.>*° The negotiation of identity and belonging in Fools Crow is thus collective
and ceremonial, rooted in Indigenous epistemologies that emphasize relationality, oral tradition,
and spiritual guidance.

Welch’s use of Pikuni/Blackfeet language, untranslated terms, and oral storytelling

techniques constitutes a form of linguistic sovereignty and rhetorical resistance. Lyons defines

rhetorical sovereignty as the right of Indigenous peoples to determine their own communicative

536 Welch, Fools Crow, Chapters 10, 32.

537 bid., Chapter 10.

538 Ibid.

539 Driskill, Asegi Stories: Cherokee Queer and Two-Spirit Memory (Tucson: University of
Arizona Press, 2016), 4-6; Jennifer Nez Denetdale, Reclaiming Diné History: The Legacies of
Navajo Chief Manuelito and Juanita (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2007), 5-7.

340 Cook, “A Tapestry of History and Reimagination,” 453.
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needs, goals, and languages.>*! In Fools Crow, this is enacted through the integration of Pikuni
words, ceremonial language, and oral narrative structures that immerse readers in Blackfeet
epistemologies and resist the dominance of English-language conventions.>*?

(13

Runti¢ and Knezevi¢ argue that the novel’s “oral mould” is not only a repository of
cultural memory but also an active force in reviving suppressed histories and resisting the erasure
of Indigenous presence.>** The textualization of orality through narrative voice, mythic structure,
and ceremonial content serves as a counterhistory, challenging and rewriting dominant Euro-
American historical narratives.*** Gish describes this as “word medicine”: the power of language
and story to heal, resist, and sustain community identity.>*

Raven guiding Fools Crow to free Wolverine foregrounds animal helpers as real sources
of knowledge and agency, not mere metaphors, and demonstrates the epistemological
significance of dream knowledge and animal relations in Blackfeet cosmology.>*® Elders and
medicine people recount histories, legends, and prophecies that guide communal action,

foregrounding oral tradition as epistemology and the centrality of kinship networks under

siege.’*” Through these linguistic and narrative strategies, Fools Crow asserts Indigenous

4 Welch, Fools Crow, 15—17; Runti¢ and KneZevi¢, “The Book as a ‘Contact Zone’—
Textualizing Orality in James Welch’s Fools Crow,” sic 2 (2011): 6-8.

342 Runti¢ and Knezevié, “The Book as a ‘Contact Zone’,” 10—13.

33 Ibid., 11-13.

54 Gish, “Word Medicine: Storytelling and Magic Realism in James Welch’s Fools Crow,”
American Indian Quarterly 14, no. 4 (1990): 350-51.

5 Welch, Fools Crow, 60—62.

346 Welch, Fools Crow, 80-85.

47 Runti¢ and Knezevié, “The Book as a ‘Contact Zone’,” 1-2.
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authority over meaning, form, and history, transforming the novel itself into a borderland—a site

of encounter, contestation, and survivance.’*

Indigenous Epistemologies: Land, Ceremony, and
Relational Ontology

The novel’s epistemological framework is grounded in Blackfeet land-based spirituality,
as articulated by Deloria Jr. and LaPier. For the Pikuni, land is not property but a living relative,
and spirituality is enacted through ceremony, story, and communal responsibility.*** The Two
Medicine/Marias River country is not a backdrop but an active participant in the production and
transmission of knowledge, animated by oral tradition, animal helpers, and ceremonial
practice.>°

Ceremonial knowledge is experiential, embodied, and communal: the Sun Dance, the
making of medicine bundles, and healing rituals performed by Mik-api are central to Pikuni
epistemology.>®! Dreams and animal helpers (Raven, Wolverine) are not metaphorical but real
sources of knowledge and agency, shaping both individual and communal decisions.>*?

The relational ontology— the understanding that all beings (human and nonhuman) are

interconnected and that knowledge emerges from these relationships—is central to the novel’s

548 Vine Deloria JIr., God Is Red: A Native View of Religion (Golden, CO: Fulcrum Publishing,
2003), 251.

54 LaPier, Invisible Reality: Storytellers, Storytakers, and the Supernatural World of the
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worldview.>** Kinship is not only a social structure but an epistemological anchor, and the
trauma of kinship rupture through violence, disease, and forced removal is a recurring theme.>>*

Fools Crow enacts the Montana borderlands as a site of ongoing contestation, survivance,
and Indigenous presence through its depiction of the Pikuni homeland, its refusal of settler time,
its ceremonial and communal strategies of resilience, and its assertion of linguistic and rhetorical
sovereignty. The novel’s formal innovations and anticolonial commitments make it a
foundational text of Indigenous borderlands, aligning with the theoretical frameworks marshaled
in the preceding chapter: borderlands theory, Indigenous borderlands theory, slow violence,
necropolitics, and Indigenous feminist analysis. By foregrounding the wounds and creative
possibilities of nepantla, the instability of identity and sovereignty, and the ongoing negotiation
of belonging in the Northern Plains, Fools Crow invites us to read Montana as a living
borderland where the struggle for justice, health, and survivance continues to unfold in the land,

in the law, and in the stories we tell.

533 Allen, The Sacred Hoop, 1-2.
34 Welch, Fools Crow, 145-47.
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Connections-The Lost Journals of Sacajewea and Fools
Crow

The literary kinship between Debra Magpie Earling (Bitterroot Salish/Confederated
Salish and Kootenai Tribes) and James Welch (Blackfeet/Gros Ventre) is rooted in direct
mentorship and shared tribal geography. Earling studied under Welch at both the University of
Washington and Cornell University, a formative relationship she credits as pivotal to her
development as a writer.>> Their tribal nations are neighbors in western Montana, and both
authors root their narratives in the region's contested, storied landscapes.>*® This lineage is
explicitly recognized in critical and publisher discourse. Milkweed Editions, publisher of The
Lost Journals of Sacajewea, positions Earling’s novel as a literary descendant of Fools Crow:
“Not since James Welch’s monumental Fools Crow has such an immersive work of narrative
genius risen out of the region.”>>” Both authors are celebrated as foundational voices in Montana
Indigenous literature, shaping a canon that centers Indigenous sovereignty, survivance, and the

recovery of suppressed histories.*®

Indigenous Borderlands: Mapping, Storying, and
Contestation

Both novels radically reimagine the Montana/northern plains borderlands as sovereign,
storied, and contested Indigenous space. Drawing on Goeman’s concept of “spatial storying,”

each text resists settler cartographies and instead maps the land through Indigenous

53 “Episode Thirty: Debra Magpie Earling and James Welch,” Breakfast in Montana podcast,
536 “Debra Magpie Earling,” Authors Unbound, https://authorsunbound.com/debra-magpie-
earling/; “James Welch,” Roaming Montana, https://roamingmontana.com/montana-authors/.
557 Earling, “The Lost Journals of Sacajewea.”
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native-lit-festival-gathers-indigenous-authors/.
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epistemologies, oral tradition, ceremony, kinship, and memory.>>**Welch’s Fools Crow centers
Blackfeet (Pikuni) cosmology, mapping the Two Medicine/Bear River country and Rocky
Mountain foothills through ceremonial cycles, mythic time, and kinship networks. The land is
not property but a living relative, animated by story and prayer, and its sovereignty is asserted
through communal resilience and oral tradition.’®® Earling’s The Lost Journals of Sacajewea
reclaims the northern plains and Rockies as Shoshone and Indigenous space, experienced
through Sacajewea’s embodied knowledge, spiritual connection, and poetic voice. The narrative
blurs boundaries between self and land, present and eternal, enacting a refusal of Western
dualities and linear time.>®' Both novels thus render the borderlands as zones of encounter,
negotiation, and resistance—sites where Indigenous presence persists despite ongoing colonial
violence. These are not empty or conquered spaces, but sites of ongoing contestation, violence,

and survivance.>%?

Survivance: Collective, Gendered, and Futurist Strategies

Both texts enact survivance: the continuance of stories, not a mere reaction, however
pertinent.”>%In Fools Crow, the Pikuni community’s ceremonies, kinship, and resistance to U.S.

military violence directly challenge settler narratives of erasure and inevitability. The novel’s

53 Goeman, Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2013), 2-3, 46, 204.

%0 Welch, Fools Crow (New York: Viking, 1986), throughout; Christopher Nelson, “Created in
Words: Theorizing (Postmodern) Native American Survival Through Story in James Welch’s
Fools Crow,” Cultural Critiqgue 81 (2012): 31-69, 36-38.

1 Barling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea (Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 2023),

592 Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1999), 5.
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cyclical structure and mythic time foreground Indigenous presence as ongoing and adaptive, not
consigned to the past.>®*

Welch’s survivance is enacted through collective, ceremonial, and communal practices.
Vision quests, communal obligations, and the guidance of elders and spirits mark white Man’s
Dog’s transformation.>®® The Pikuni’s survival is rooted in the strength of community, oral
tradition, and ceremonial adaptation.*®

In The Lost Journals of Sacajewea, Earling reclaims Sacajewea’s story from the colonial
archive, refusing her reduction to a passive guide or multicultural symbol. Instead, the novel
centers her voice, agency, and spiritual resilience, exposing the violence of colonial
encroachment while refusing to frame Sacajewea as a mere victim. Earling’s survivance
foregrounds individual, gendered, and spiritual strategies: Sacajewea’s agency is expressed
through her internal monologue, spiritual connection to land and ancestors, and her refusal to
internalize the values of her captors. The narrative’s poetic fragmentation and invocation of
memory, prayer, and spiritual endurance project Indigenous presence and agency into the
future.*®’

Both novels orient toward Indigenous futurity rather than colonial closure. Fools Crow

ends not with defeat but with the persistence of ceremony and story; The Lost Journals of

564 Nelson, “Created in Words,” 38—40; Barry, “‘A Myth to Be Alive’: James Welch’s Fools
Crow,” MELUS 17, no. 1 (March 1, 1992):10-12, https://doi.org/10.2307/467320.

365 Welch, Fools Crow, 101-149; Victoria Cook, “A Tapestry of History and Reimagination:
Women’s Place in James Welch’s Fools Crow,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 16, no. 3
(1996): 453.

56 Gish, “Word Medicine: Storytelling and Magic Realism in James Welch’s Fools Crow,”
American Indian Quarterly 14, no. 4 (1990): 349-354, 350-351.

57 Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea,
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Sacajewea refuses to end with disappearance, instead restoring Sacajewea’s voice and story to
the present and future.>®

Anticolonial Formal Strategies.

Both authors deploy formal strategies that enact anticolonial resistance and rhetorical
sovereignty. Welch’s “oral mold” integrates Pikuni language, ceremonial speech, and oral
storytelling forms, immersing the reader in Blackfeet epistemologies and resisting English-
language dominance.>®® The novel’s structure and voice are deeply informed by Blackfeet oral
tradition, with storytelling, dreaming, and ritual serving as both narrative devices and acts of
cultural survival.>”

Earling’s poetic fragmentation invents a hybridized dialect that blends English with
Indigenous syntax and rhythm. The text’s fragmented, incantatory style draws on oral
storytelling forms, with repetition, rhythm, and strike marks.>”' This formal resistance to standard
English and linear narrative conventions enacts what Scott Richard Lyons terms “rhetorical

sovereignty”—the right of Indigenous peoples to determine their own communicative needs,

goals, and languages.>’

58 Nelson, “Created in Words,” 65-67; Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea, throughout.

30 William W. Bevis, “An Interview with James Welch,” American Indian Quarterly 10, no. 1
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Both novels refuse colonial archetypes: Welch rejects the “vanishing Indian” trope by
centering Pikuni agency, resilience, and ongoing presence; Earling subverts the “Pocahontas”
and “Indian Princess” archetypes, reclaiming Sacajewea as a complex, determined survivor
whose voice and agency are foregrounded.>’® Both texts disrupt Western linear temporality,
foregrounding Indigenous temporalities as acts of resistance and survivance. Welch achieves this
through oral storytelling and ceremonial cycles; Earling through poetic fragmentation and the

collapse of narrative boundaries.>”*

Gender, Kinship, and the Borderlands of Survivance

Both novels use women’s bodies, voices, and relationships as central sites for negotiating
the borderlands between Indigenous and colonial worlds. Earling’s Sacajewea survives not only
through individual resilience but through relationships with other captive women, her son, and
the land itself. The novel enacts an expansive, non-natalist kinship ethic—one that resists
colonial impositions of the nuclear family and instead values relationality, caretaking, and
communal survival.’”

Welch’s Pikuni women are integral to communal and kinship structures, serving as

knowledge keepers, healers, and mediators. Their stories are woven into the collective trauma

and resilience of the Pikuni, reflecting Paula Gunn Allen’s assertion that Indigenous societies

573 Green, “The Pocahontas Perplex: The Image of Indian Women in American Culture,”
Massachusetts Review 16, no. 4 (1975): 703, 711, 713; Earling, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea,
throughout.
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Needs Indigenous Feminist Theory,” Journal of Environmental Philosophy 14, no. 1 (2017): 11.
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often center women as the “heart of the nation.”’® Kinship and communal bonds function as
foundational strategies of anticolonial resistance in both texts. Both enact kinship as a living,
adaptive force that enables survivance and anticolonial presence, challenging the colonial

archive’s erasures and asserting the ongoing vitality of Indigenous belonging.>”’

Dialogues in Anticolonial Borderlands Literature

The link between The Lost Journals of Sacajewea and Fools Crow establishes a
foundation for Montana Indigenous literature. Reading these novels together deepens our
understanding of Montana’s Indigenous literary landscape as a multi-vocal, intergenerational
project of survivance and remapping; survivance as a dynamic, multi-modal practice—collective
and ceremonial in Welch, individual and gendered in Earling; and anticolonial borderlands
literature as an ongoing, unfinished process of reclaiming land, voice, and futurity. Together,
Earling and Welch model a sovereignty-centered, anticolonial literary criticism that refuses
colonial logics, centers Indigenous epistemologies, and insists on the ongoing, storied, and

sovereign presence of Native nations in the Montana borderlands.”

376 Allen, The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in American Indian Traditions (Boston:
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CHAPTER FIVE
IVAN DOIG: THE SETTLER IMAGINATION AND

AUTHORIAL INTENT

The literary landscape of Montana’s Two Medicine region is marked by a succession of
narratives that chart the transformation of land, identity, and belonging across centuries of
colonial encounter. Beginning with Debra Magpie Earling’s The Lost Journals of Sacajawea,
which reimagines Western exploration and expansion in the wake of the Louisiana Purchase, and
moving through James Welch’s Fools Crow, which confronts the violence of U.S. military
campaigns and the attempted colonial erasure of a Blackfeet community at Bear River>”’in
Montana, we arrive at Ivan Doig’s Dancing at the Rascal Fair. Here, the focus shifts to the
struggle of Scottish immigrants who, themselves displaced by the Highland Clearances, become
agents of settler-colonial transformation in the very same Two Medicine Region. The
progression, from Indigenous presence and survivance, through the trauma of colonial violence,
to the complexities of immigrant settlement, invites a critical examination of how Western
American literature both constructs and contests the myths of the frontier. It foregrounds the
necessity of reading these texts in dialogue, not as isolated artifacts, but as interwoven narratives
that collectively interrogate the ethical ambiguities of settlement, the attempted erasure of
Indigenous sovereignty, and the enduring impact of historical memory on the American West

Dancing at the Rascal Fair explores the complexities of settler identity, the construction

of place, and the role of memory in shaping both personal and collective histories. Doig’s

narrative foregrounds the paradox of immigrant hardship and complicity within the ongoing

57 Now mostly referred to as Marias River
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structure of settler colonialism. The Scottish protagonists, marginalized by class and empire in
their homeland, become agents of Indigenous dispossession upon arrival in Montana,
participating in the transformation of Blackfeet territory into settler property.>*° The novel,
though written as a second installment of Doig’s Montana trilogy, depicts a timeline 50 years
before the setting of English Creek, the first novel in the trilogy. Each novel depicts the
McCaskill family in distinct periods of the American West and family life. Together, the novels
serve as cultural critique and an interrogation of identity, place, and belonging. Although
Dancing at the Rascal Fair will still hold value for the central investigation in this dissertation,
it’s important to reflect on the full trilogy in the context of settler colonialism, identity and
belonging, and Doig’s own critique.

This chapter begins with an analysis of Doig’s authorial intent and his commitment to
blending historical research, memoir, and fiction, situating his work as both a product of and a
critique of settler narratives in the American West. The chapter then examines Doig’s literary
connection with James Welch, a pivotal voice in Indigenous-centered literature, to highlight
contrasting approaches to Montana’s history and the Two Medicine region. Next, the chapter
delves into a detailed critique of Dancing at the Rascal Fair, the heart of the trilogy, which
chronicles the Scottish immigrant experience in Montana during the late 19th century. This
section interrogates how Doig captures the complexities of settler identity, immigrant hardship,
and the paradox of settlers displaced by European colonialism who, upon arrival, become

complicit in the dispossession of Indigenous lands. The novel’s use of the Two Medicine region

380 Doig, “Winter Brothers” (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1980), dedication
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as both a physical and symbolic site of transformation underscores the broader dynamics of
settler colonialism, memory, and the construction of place.

Doig’s work pushes back against the Western genre’s tendency to glorify individual
achievement at the expense of community. In contrast to the rugged individualism celebrated in
works like Wallace Stegner’s Angel of Repose, Doig worked to highlight the importance of
collective identity and shared struggle. In English Creek, for example, the McCaskill family’s
experiences during the summer of 1939 illustrate how communities navigate change and
hardship together. The novel’s focus on intergenerational relationships and the transmission of
knowledge and values underscores Doig’s belief in the enduring power of community.>®!

However, Doig’s fiction is also marked by a relative silence on Indigenous presence. In
Dancing at the Rascal Fair, the Blackfeet are largely absent, appearing only as a distant presence
on a reservation “on the other side of the hill,” while the Two Medicine country is depicted as
“empty” or available for settlement.’®? This narrative absence reflects the broader pattern in
Western American literature of erasing Indigenous histories to legitimize settler claims. It is
worthy of discussion, especially in the context of settler identity and Indigenous survivance.>*?

This silence seems to be an intentional move on Doig's part. The absence of Indigenous
presence and voice was left as a form of rhetorical silence, one made obvious in order to draw
out the discussion of its very absence, as well as a nod to James Welch and other writers who

could reflect the firsthand knowledge of their own contemporary and generational experiences. It

is important to recognize that Doig’s depiction of reality from the white rural perspective, which

381 Doig, English Creek (New York: Atheneum, 1984), 45-50.
582 Doig, Dancing at the Rascal Fair, 3.
583 Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest, 27-29.
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was often ignorant and complacent of the ongoing violence and attempted legal and historical
erasure of Native Peoples. These voices and perspectives are part of the cacophony of voices
engaged in the North American West. We can use depictions of settler identities, and Indigenous
Realities to critically analyze whose voices are and are not heard, and what happens when we
listen to all those voices.

Ivan Doig’s reluctance to write from within the Native American experience is a
deliberate, ethically grounded stance shaped by his recognition of narrative limits, the flourishing
of Indigenous literary voices, and the corroboration of leading New West historians. When
probed for an answer as to why Doig did not depict the Native American experience, he said that
he wrote what he knew, which was the rural settler experience, and that the Native American
perspective was in the arena of Jim Welch and other Native American writers. In a revealing
interview, Ivan Doig explains why he chose not to write the Native American experience from
the inside. The interviewer, author, and scholar Nancy Bunge asks, “ Are there other issues that
motivate you? You write about Native Americans a bit.” His response serves as a touchstone for
understanding his authorial self-positioning:

I do some, and I've thought about whether there's a way for me to do more. But I'm

not convinced there is, because I can't get inside the life. I don't have the bloodline

for it, which has made me set aside an idea for a piece of fiction that in almost every

other respect I would like to do. I like the plot, I like many of its story elements, but

it would take two Native American viewpoints from two separate tribes, two

separate cosmologies. And with as much being written by wonderful Native

American writers—Louise Erdrich, Jim Welch, Scott Momaday, and now Sherman

Alexie and on and on, that's no longer a part of literature that's lacking. About the

best I can do is along the lines I tried in RASCAL FAIR and WINTER

BROTHERS: to say, "This is a sympathetic white guy angle, but it's got to be a

white guy angle." I'm a bit buttressed in that by my friends and allies in the New

West history movement. People as smart as Bill Cronon at Wisconsin and Richard

White out here at the University of Washington, a couple of the co-leaders of this
revisioning of the history of the American West, both have told me separately that
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they feel that on Native American issues, their imagination can go so far, but beyond
that it is a Native American deal. Blood tells.>®*

Doig’s first and most personal rationale is rooted in what he calls the “bloodline”
argument: the conviction that authentic representation of Native American experience requires
lived, inherited connection to those cultures. He confesses that, despite his attraction to a
particular fictional project involving “two Native American viewpoints from two separate tribes,
two separate cosmologies,” he ultimately abandoned it, recognizing that he “can’t get inside the
life.” This self-imposed boundary is not merely a matter of humility but an ethical stance,
reflecting a broader scholarly consensus that narrative authority over Indigenous experience is
inseparable from positionality and community belonging. This position aligns with the
arguments advanced by Indigenous literary critics such as Womack and Weaver, who insist that
Native stories are best told by Native writers, and that non-Indigenous attempts to inhabit
Indigenous subjectivities risk perpetuating misrepresentation and erasure.>®*> Doig’s invocation of
“blood” is thus not an essentialist claim, but a recognition of the limits of settler imagination, a
stance echoed by scholars such as Arnold Krupat and Simon Ortiz, who have long argued for the
necessity of Indigenous narrative sovereignty.>*

Doig’s second argument is pragmatic and literary-historical: he points to the flourishing

of Native American literature as evidence that “that’s no longer a part of literature that’s

5% Doig and Bunge, Nancy L. Nancy Bunge Interview 1995. Interviews. Montana State
University--Bozeman, 2004-2005.

585 Womack, Red on Red: Native American Literary Separatism (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1999), 12.

586 Simon Ortiz, “The Story Must Be Told by Those Who Live It,” in Speaking for the
Generations: Native Writers on Writing, ed. Simon Ortiz (Tucson: University of Arizona Press,
1998), 9; Arnold Krupat, The Voice in the Margin: Native American Literature and the

Canon (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 45.



194
lacking.” By naming Louise Erdrich, Jim Welch, N. Scott Momaday, and Sherman Alexie, Doig
situates himself within a literary landscape transformed by what some deem the Native American
Renaissance in the 1960s through the 80s. N. Scott Momaday’s House Made of Dawn
inaugurated a new era of Native-authored fiction, while Welch’s Fools Crow and Erdrich’s Love
Medicine exemplify the depth and diversity of contemporary Indigenous storytelling. Doig’s
deference to this tradition is not merely a gesture of respect but an acknowledgment of the
shifting terrain of literary authority. As Deloria and others have argued, the reclamation of
narrative by Indigenous writers is a crucial act of cultural sovereignty and resistance to ongoing
processes of settler colonialism.*®’

Doig’s third rationale is both personal and historiographical. He frames his own work,
Dancing at the Rascal Fair and Winter Brothers, as offering a “sympathetic white guy angle,”
explicitly marking the limits of his perspective. This positioning is not an abdication of
responsibility but a conscious strategy: to narrate settler experience with self-awareness, while
refusing to appropriate Indigenous voice and experience. This sentiment is echoed in William
Cronon’s Changes in the Land, which reconstructs Indigenous ecological knowledge while
acknowledging the limitations of outsider perspectives, and recommends Native-authored
histories as essential for understanding Indigenous experience.’® Patricia Nelson Limerick has

argued, through the framework of the New West History Movement, that such considerations are

characterized by a revisionist impulse: to foreground race, class, gender, and the enduring

587 Deloria Jr., Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1969).

58 William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New
England (New York: Hill and Wang, 1983), 12.
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presence of Indigenous peoples in the American West, while remaining self-critical about the
epistemological boundaries of non-Native scholars.’® Doig’s alignment with this movement
situates his “sympathetic white guy angle” within a broader intellectual project that seeks to
interrogate, rather than reproduce, the myths of the frontier.

Within the analytical framework of settler colonial studies, Doig’s refusal to write from
within the Native American experience can be read as both an act of ethical restraint and a tacit
acknowledgment of the ongoing structures of colonial power. His “sympathetic white guy angle”
does not absolve his work of complicity in settler narratives, but it does mark a significant
departure from earlier traditions of literary appropriation and erasure. The chapter’s opening
analysis of the Two Medicine region suggests that the progression from Indigenous presence,
through colonial violence, to immigrant settlement is fraught with ethical ambiguities. Doig’s
self-positioning and his refusal to cross the boundary into Indigenous subjectivity foreground the
necessity of reading Western American literature as a site of contested narrative authority. It is a
recognition that, in the words of Ortiz, “the story must be told by those who live at the same
time, Doig’s approach is not without its limitations.>*® The “sympathetic white guy angle” risks

re-centering settler experience, even as it gestures toward Indigenous presence. As critics such as

Krupat have argued, the challenge for non-Indigenous writers is not only to acknowledge their

%Nelson Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West (New
York: W.W. Norton, 1987), 27-29.

5% Ortiz, “The Story Must Be Told by Those Who Live It,” in Speaking for the Generations:
Native Writers on Writing, ed. Simon Ortiz (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1998), 9.
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limits but to actively support the flourishing of Indigenous voices and to interrogate the
structures that have historically marginalized.*”

Ivan Doig’s resistance to writing the Native American experience “from the inside” is a
principled stance shaped by personal, literary, and historiographical considerations. By
foregrounding the limits of his own imagination, he celebrates the achievements of Indigenous
writers. Doig models an ethics of narrative restraint that is both self-aware and responsive to the
demands of justice, especially unusual for the time. His “sympathetic white guy angle” is thus
not a retreat from engagement, but a recognition of the boundaries of settler imagination and the
imperative of Indigenous narrative sovereignty.

Doig’s novels are self-reflexive about the complexities and ethical ambiguities of settler
identity, documenting the immigrant’s own marginality and displacement even as they participate
in the ongoing structure of settler colonialism.>*> Doig’s contribution to Montana's literary
backdrop is ideal for discussion of identity and belonging alongside Indigenous realities,
precisely because, although his writing fits into the genre and curriculum of American Western
writers, his themes and characters do not fit the typical hero. This opens the window to question

the typical themes and depicted realities of the genre.

91 Krupat, The Voice in the Margin: Native American Literature and the Canon (Berkeley:
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Doig’s Alternative Vision of the West

Doig’s novels focus on the lives of everyday people, sheepherders, ranchers, and settlers
whose struggles and triumphs are intertwined with the land itself. Rather than centering his plots
on dramatic conflicts or epic journeys, Doig’s stories delve into the rhythms of daily life, the
bonds of family and friendship, and how the West shapes its inhabitants over time. As Doig
himself once remarked, “The West is not something to be conquered; it is something to be
endured.”***This endurance is not marked by heroism or grand gestures but by resilience,
adaptation, and community, qualities often overlooked in traditional Western literature.

Unlike the characters in authors like Wallace Stegner, who often grapple with existential
questions of identity and displacement through a lens of individualism, Doig’s protagonists are
deeply rooted in their communities. In Dancing at the Rascal Fair, for example, Angus
McCaskill and Rob Barclay’s friendship serves as a microcosm for the challenges of immigrant
life in Montana. Their partnership, fraught with tensions over land, love, and loyalty, unfolds
against the backdrop of the harsh yet beautiful Two Medicine country. Doig’s portrayal of their
lives emphasizes collaboration and interdependence, rejecting the isolating, lone-wolf archetype

that dominates much of Western fiction.>”*

Why Not Wallace Stegner, Frontier Mythology, and the
Critique of Settler Indigeneity

Stegner’s fiction, most notably Angle of Repose, stands as a paradigmatic expression of

the frontier myth in Western American literature. This narrative tradition constructs the West as

593 Doig, quoted in William G. Robbins, “Review of Dancing at the Rascal Fair,” Western
Historical Quarterly 19, no. 4 (1988): 464-65.
% Doig, Dancing at the Rascal Fair (New York: Atheneum, 1987), 12-15.
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an empty, unclaimed wilderness awaiting white settlement and transformation. Stegner’s novels
foreground the experiences of white settlers, meticulously depicting their struggles to “civilize”
the land and establish new communities. While his work is attentive to the hardships and
ambiguities of settlement, it ultimately centers settler achievement and systematically erases the
ongoing presence and sovereignty of Indigenous nations. This narrative strategy aligns with the
broader myths of the American West as a space of opportunity and self-realization for settlers,
often at the expense of Indigenous histories and rights, and perpetuates the notion of the West as
a blank slate for Euro-American progress and identity formation.’”>

Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, Dakota scholar, offers a trenchant critique of Stegner’s “myopic
claim of indigeneity.” Stegner’s assertion, as a white settler, of a native relationship to the
American West appropriates Indigenous identity and negates the past, present, and future of
Native peoples.’”® Cook-Lynn contends that Stegner’s work participates in the “silencing of tribal
imagination,” actively producing the erasure of Native histories and worldviews through
narrative strategies that marginalize or distort Indigenous perspectives. This erasure, she argues,

is not merely a matter of omission but constitutes a form of cultural violence that reinforces the

idea that Native peoples are either vanished or irrelevant to the modern West.>’
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Furthermore, Cook-Lynn frames settler colonialism not as a morally courageous
endeavor, but as a “pseudoreligious and corrupt socioeconomic movement for the possession of
resources,” thereby exposing the ideological underpinnings of settler narratives that mask the
violence and exploitation inherent in the colonial project.’*® Stegner’s appropriation of
Indigenous histories and experiences, without accountability to tribal communities or respect for
tribal sovereignty, results in literature that, while celebrated for its realism and environmental
consciousness, ultimately fails to honor the ethical relationship between tribal nationhood and
the imagination.’”’

In response to such attempted erasures, Indigenous literary studies advocate for
decolonial approaches that challenge the dominance of settler narratives and prioritize
Indigenous stories, ways of knowing, being, and doing with and through story.®® Critics
addressed in previous chapters, such as Scott Richard Lyons, Daniel Heath Justice, Craig
Womack, Jodi Byrd, Vine Deloria Jr., and Vizenor, call for relational criticism that engages with
Indigenous communities and worldviews, rather than treating texts as isolated artifacts.°! Cook-
Lynn and others urge readers to “unsettle the western American past” by foregrounding

Indigenous perspectives and challenging the settler colonial frameworks that have long shaped

% Ibid., 15-16

% Ibid., 17-18.

690 Cook-Lynn, Why I Can’t Read Wallace Stegner, 19-21; Jodi A. Byrd, The Transit of Empire:
Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), xix—
XXI.
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literary and historical accounts of the region.®Bringing together settler and Indigenous
experiences in literature that works to dispel the myth of the American West rather than
perpetuate it is an important pivot, one that involves choosing authors like Ivan Doig over the

Stegners and Wisters of the world.

Contrasting the Two Medicine Region: Indigenous and
Settler Perspectives

Both Fools Crow and Dancing at the Rascal Fair are set in or near Montana’s Two
Medicine region, but their narrative perspectives and ethical frameworks diverge sharply. In
Fools Crow, the Two Medicine country is a sacred, storied homeland, animated by ceremony,
kinship, and spiritual responsibility. The trauma of U.S. colonial violence, most notably the Bear
River Massacre of 1870, is foregrounded, but so, too, is the persistence of Blackfeet presence
and survivance.%®* Welch’s use of Pikuni language, oral storytelling, and mythic time immerses
readers in Indigenous epistemologies, resisting the erasure of Native histories and asserting what
Gerald Vizenor calls “survivance,” the active presence and agency of Indigenous peoples in the
face of colonial violence.5%*

By contrast, Dancing at the Rascal Fair depicts the Two Medicine region through the
eyes of Scottish immigrants, presenting the land as a site of opportunity and hardship, shaped by
the legacy of the Highland Clearances and the promise of the American West. The narrative,

while attentive to the struggles of immigrant settlers, largely omits Indigenous presence,
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reinforcing the settler colonial trope of terra nullius and facilitating the transformation of the
Blackfeet homeland into ranch country.®® The use of Crofutt’s Emigrants’ Guide in the novel
exemplifies the machinery of settler colonial promotion, describing the West as “unexplored and
unknown to the white race” and legitimizing settler claims.’*°Crofutt’s Guide was essentially the
text version of John Gast’s “American Progress, promoting the American West as a symbol of
Manifest Destiny. The 1878-9 version of the guide’s Preface depicts well-dressed, light-skinned
cowboys with lassos chasing bison across an empty plain; the caption below reads “Sold
Everywhere.”®"” Crofutt’s voice is casual in nature, yet like a preacher calling his church to
prayer, he says

With the world as the book of nature, God as the author, and the Bible as a preface,
the precedent for writing a preface is established; and woe be to the Scribe who
ignores precedent and custom—he could not live on this planet. At the present day
the preface of a book is read by the public—if at all—in the light of an apology,
wherein the author is expected to explain: first, why he did not do better; and,
second, why he wrote at all. First—We have spared neither time, pains, nor money
to make this a perfect book. Our statements are concise, plain, unadorned, and, we
believe, truthful in every particular. Yet, we would shudder at the charge of being
absolu'ely perfect. Second—We wrote this book for Money and Love. For money
to help the poor. For love of the far western country—the land of the “ Golden
Fleece.” For love of its broad plains and lofty mountains, its free pure air, healthful
climate, magnificent scenery, unrivalled resources, and its unaffected, whole-
souled people.5%

The tour guide dangerously perpetuates the myth of the West.®*’It provided mile-by-mile details,

including mining locations, railroads, and scenic highlights. Aside from a few mentions of
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“Indian” names for things, the 68 times Indigenous People are mentioned, in the past tense as the
“savage” Indian, or a battle site, grave, or a report of stolen goods, and damaged property. One
passage states, “Here, on this red ridge, is the dividing line between the Shoshones and the
Piutes, two tribes of Indians who seemed to be created for the express purpose of worry— ing
emigrants, stealing stock, eating grass— hoppers, and preying on themselves and everybody
else.”®10

This contrast reflects Patrick Wolfe’s framework of settler colonialism as an ongoing
structure defined by a “logic of elimination”—a drive to erase Indigenous presence to secure
land for settlers. While Welch’s novel enacts Indigenous survivance and spatial storying, Doig’s

work documents the immigrant experience while participating in the erasure of Native

histories.°!!
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Ivan Doig’s Settler Identity: Scottish Immigrant
Marginality and the Ethics of Place

Ivan Doig’s contribution to Montana’s literary backdrop is distinctive because, although
his writing fits comfortably within the genre and curriculum of American Western writers, his
themes and characters deliberately avoid the stereotypical tropes often associated with the genre.
Unlike Western literary traditions that lionize rugged individualism, frontier conquest, or violent
clashes with an untamed wilderness, which are hallmarks of the works of authors such as Stegner
and Owen Wister, Doig has been known to show disfavor toward such themes.

Doig’s narratives emphasize the quieter, more communal, and emotionally complex
aspects of life in the American West. His work reframes the Montana landscape not as a barren
frontier awaiting conquest but as a living, storied space, deeply connected to personal and
collective histories. This approach aligns more closely with the ethos of community and
interdependence than with the hyper-masculine independence that dominates much of Western
literature’s canon.

Doig’s memoirs and historical works, This House of Sky, Heart Earth, and Winter
Brothers, illustrate borderlands theory through themes of working-class identity, place, memory,
and cultural negotiation. Doig recalls his father’s stories of labor and endurance: “Dad would tell
me about the sheep camps, the long winters alone with nothing but the wind and the bleating of
hungry animals. ‘That's what made men of us,” he would say, ‘the knowing that you had to
endure.’®!? This passage demonstrates how working-class identity and resilience are transmitted
across generations, connecting individual experience to collective memory in the borderlands. In

Heart Earth, Doig reflects on his mother’s letters from Arizona: “Her letters from Arizona spoke

%12 Doig, Heart Earth (New York: Atheneum, 1992), 145.
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of a different sky, a different light, but the same longing for the mountains of home. Distance had
made her more Montana than she had ever been before.”®!® Here, displacement intensifies place-
based identity, showing how the borderland experience of separation can deepen cultural
attachment to the homeland. In Winter Brothers, Doig draws parallels between himself and
James Swan: “Swan was caught between worlds, too educated for the rough frontier society, too
fascinated by Indian culture for polite Victorian company. Like me, he was learning to live in the
spaces between.”®!* This observation highlights the negotiation required to move between
different social and cultural worlds, a hallmark of borderland existence.

Doig contrasts official records with personal letters: “The official records told one
story—names, dates, places—but the letters told another. They spoke of dreams deferred, of love
tested by distance, of the daily courage required to build a life from scratch.”®!> This
juxtaposition illustrates how personal and family narratives serve as alternative archives,
preserving experiences often excluded from dominant histories.

Reflecting on his experience reading Swan’s diary while retracing his steps, Doig writes:
“Reading Swan's diary while walking the same beaches a century later, I began to understand
how little had changed and how much. The tides still came and went, but the Makah villages
were gone, replaced by government housing and tourist shops.”'® This temporal layering
demonstrates the borderland consciousness of simultaneous continuity and transformation, with

landscape as a palimpsest of multiple histories. When Doig's work is coupled with Indigenous

13 Doig, Winter Brothers: A Season at the Edge of America (New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1980), 67.

14 Doig, Heart Earth, 89.
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epistemologies and historical fictions of The Lost Journals of Sacajewea and James Welch’s
Fools Crow, the mapping of border regions deepens in complexity, revealing Indigenous realities

within the Two Medicine region.

A Critical Examination of Ivan Doig’s Montana Trilogy:
Interrogating the American Cultural Landscape

Ivan Doig’s Montana Trilogy, comprising the novels English Creek (1984), Dancing at
the Rascal Fair (1987), and Ride with Me, Mariah Montana (1990), is often celebrated for its
evocative portrayal of Montana’s landscapes and the lives of settlers. However, as briefly
discussed, rather than succumbing to romanticized visions of the American West, these novels
serve as critical meditations on key eras in American cultural history, interrogating the myths of
frontier expansion, the immigrant experience, and the intergenerational negotiation of identity
and belonging. Through a nuanced narrative structure and deep attention to historical detail,
which is indicative of Doig’s focus and intention, the trilogy offers a complex portrait of the
American West as a site of both personal and collective transformation, while also reflecting on
the ethical ambiguities of settlement and the enduring impact of historical memory.

English Creek As Critique of the American West in Liminal
Spaces

The first novel in the trilogy, English Creek, is set in the 1930s and follows 14-year-old
Jick McCaskill as he comes of age amidst the challenges of the Great Depression. Through Jick’s
perspective, Doig examines the tension between tradition and change within the McCaskill
family and the broader community. The novel foregrounds the labor-intensive lives of ranchers

and forest rangers in the fictional Two Medicine region, drawing on Doig’s own experiences
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growing up in Montana, as well as his extensive research.®!” While the novel’s vivid descriptions
of rural life and its ecological interdependencies are often praised for their lyricism, Doig’s
narrative goes beyond pastoral nostalgia to explore the economic precarity and social upheaval
of the era, as well as the generational conflicts that arise within families navigating a rapidly
changing world.®!8

Set in 1939, the novel captures the pervasive effects of the Great Depression, a period
marked by widespread poverty, environmental collapse, and social dislocation. The McCaskill
family’s struggles reflect the hardships faced by rural Montanans during this time, as agricultural
markets collapsed and environmental degradation, epitomized by the Dust Bowl, devastated
livelihoods. Scholars such as Donald Worster and Limerick have argued that these crises were
not simply natural disasters but the result of unsustainable land-use practices driven by capitalist
imperatives to extract maximum profit from the land.®'® Doig’s depiction of the McCaskills
situates their experience within this broader historical framework, emphasizing the precarity of
rural life and the psychological toll of economic uncertainty.5?° A central theme in English
Creek is the removal of settler lands for the creation and expansion of National Forests, a process

that intensified during the New Deal through federal policies such as the Taylor Grazing Act of

1934. This act and subsequent land management initiatives sought to regulate grazing rights and
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promote conservation but often resulted in the displacement of smallholders and the
consolidation of land ownership.®?!

In the novel, Doig dramatizes the tensions between ranchers and the U.S. Forest Service,
highlighting the complex negotiations between local communities and federal authorities. As
Egan observes, English Creek captures the “competing visions of land use” that defined the era,
where conservation initiatives often clashed with local economic needs.®?> While framed as
environmental stewardship, these policies frequently marginalized rural communities,
reconfiguring local economies and livelihoods to prioritize state and corporate interests over the
well-being of small-scale settlers and ranchers.%%

Doig also critiques the environmental and social consequences of extraction capitalism,
which dominated the West's economic landscape and transformed it into a site of resource
exploitation. Through its depiction of land-use disputes, fire management, and the
commodification of the landscape, English Creek reflects the historical reality of the West as a
region shaped by the relentless pursuit of profit through the extraction of timber, minerals, and
other natural resources.®**

Drawing on frameworks by Moore and Nixon, scholars have argued that extraction

capitalism not only degraded the environment but also created “wasted people” and places, with
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local communities bearing the brunt of environmental destruction and economic
marginalization.®?® Doig’s portrayal of the McCaskill family underscores this tension, as their
dependence on the land is mediated by the policies of distant authorities who prioritize national
and corporate interests over local realities. The concept of necropolitics is evident in Doig’s
depiction of the federal government’s control of land and resources, as policies governing
grazing rights and conservation effectively determined which populations could thrive and which
were rendered expendable.®?®

Connecting English Creek’s necropolitical theory establishes that the federal
government’s interventions during the Depression era functioned as biopolitical governance that
reshaped the lives and fates of rural families. Doig’s novel then becomes a meditation on the
costs of modernization and the uneven distribution of vulnerability and precarity in the rural
West. Through its historical setting and richly drawn characters, English Creek critiques the
intersecting forces of economic collapse, federal land policy, extraction capitalism, and
necropolitical state power that transformed Montana’s rural landscapes in the 1930s. By
foregrounding the resilience and adaptation of local communities while exposing the broader
systemic forces that rendered their lives precarious, Doig’s work emerges as a significant literary
exploration of the contradictions and costs of modernization in the American West.

Critics like Weltzien argue that English Creek is emblematic of Doig’s commitment to

regional literature. Still, they note that its strength lies in its ability to transcend regionalism by
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addressing universal themes of family, resilience, and identity.%” The novel’s exploration of the
ecological and economic challenges faced by ranching communities highlights the
interconnectedness of human and environmental histories, offering a subtle critique of national
narratives that idealize the West as a space of boundless opportunity. Instead, Doig presents the
West as a lived place, shaped by labor, compromise, and a fragile equilibrium between humanity

and nature.%%®

Ride with Me, Mariah

While Ride with Me, Mariah, Montana, the third novel in the Montana Trilogy, is set in
1989, fifty years after English Creek. It offers moments of humor and poignancy while also
grappling with the ethical complexities of representing the West in the late 20th century. Doig’s
narrative critiques the commodification of Western history during the centennial celebrations,
exposing how myths of frontier heroism and settlement are repackaged for tourism and popular
consumption.®?® At the same time, the novel underscores the importance of intergenerational
storytelling as a means of preserving the less glamorous but equally vital histories of ordinary
people who shaped Montana’s landscapes and communities.5*°

Set in 1989 during Montana’s centennial, Ride With Me, Mariah Montana uses the device
of a cross-state road trip to interrogate the enduring power and limitations of the American

frontier myth. Rather than celebrating the West as an unspoiled land of opportunity, Doig’s
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narrative foregrounds the complexities, ambiguities, and costs of settlement and modernization.
The protagonists, an older Jick McCaskill (from English Creek), his daughter Mariah, and her
ex-husband Riley, travel across Montana documenting the state’s centennial, but their journey
becomes a meditation on how the West’s identity has been constructed, mythologized, and
commodified®’!

As in most of his novels, Doig’s characters are not the rugged individualists of classic
Westerns; instead, they are shaped by the burdens of history, the legacies of settlement, and the
contradictions of progress. The novel critiques the selective nostalgia that underpins the frontier
myth, revealing how such narratives obscure the region’s contested histories and ongoing
struggles through the centennial celebrations, Doig exposes the ways in which historical memory
is curated to serve contemporary desires for identity and belonging, often at the expense of a
more honest reckoning with the past and Montana’s transformation reflected as broader national
anxieties about identity, memory, and belonging in an era marked by uncertainty and
transformation. The novel’s road-trip structure becomes a metaphor for the search for meaning in
a landscape where the old certainties of the frontier have given way to new complexities and

contradictions.

Dancing at the Rascal Fair and Settler Identity

Dancing at the Rascal Fair is set in the late 1800s and is chronologically the first of the
Montana Trilogy. The novel introduces the protagonists, Angus McCaskill and Rob Barclay, in

Scotland, ready to board a ship to the United States. The Scottish immigrant perspective is

31 Doig, Ride with Me, Mariah Montana. New York: Atheneum, 1990
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central to the novel’s narrative structure and thematic concerns. Rob and Angus are depicted as
both products of the Highland Clearances and agents of settler colonial transformation in
Montana. The novel follows their journey from Scotland to Montana and is based on Doig’s
research trips to Scotland and his immersion in historical documents, including Crofutt’s
Emigrants’ Guide.%*?

Dancing at the Rascal Fair explores the complexities of settler identity, the construction
of place, and the role of memory in shaping both personal and collective histories. Doig’s
narrative foregrounds the paradox of immigrant hardship and complicity within the ongoing
structure of settler colonialism. The Scottish protagonists, marginalized by class and empire in
their homeland, become agents of Indigenous dispossession upon arrival in Montana,
participating in the transformation of Blackfeet territory into settler property.5**> The landscape is
not merely a backdrop but an active force in the narrative, with Doig’s prose celebrated for its
poetic and precise evocation of Montana’s rugged terrain. He explicitly rejected the romantic
“cowboy myth” of the West, insisting that “the universal condition and story of the American

West was found in the labor of real women and men.”%*
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Scottish Migration, Settler Colonialism, and the Allure of
the American West

Dancing at the Rascal Fair is a particularly poignant novel when viewed through the lens
of settler colonialism. The novel opens with young protagonists Angus McCatskill and Rob
Barclay departing from the shores of Albert Harbour in Greenock near Glasgow, Scotland, to
New York with little information but a few letters from a distant uncle in Helena, Montana, and
Crofutt’s Trans-Atlantic Emigrants’ Guide.®*> Bought for “24 American cents,” this guide served
as a tutor for a single, able-bodied, male Scottish duo. To them, America was a land of
opportunity where the promise of homesteading land offered far more than their young lives
could afford in Scotland.

The migration of Scottish settlers to Montana in the late nineteenth century, as depicted in
Ivan Doig’s Dancing at the Rascal Fair, was propelled by structural deprivation in Scotland, the
promise of land and autonomy in the American West, and a transatlantic system of state and
corporate promotion. While these immigrants sought opportunity and escape from hardship, their
journey was inseparable from the settler colonial “logic of elimination” that underpinned the
transformation of Indigenous lands into settler property.

Settler Colonialism and the Paradox of Immigrant
Complicity

Wolfe’s framework of settler colonialism posits that settler colonialism is not a singular
historical event but an ongoing structure defined by a “logic of elimination”—a drive to erase

Indigenous presence to secure land for settlers, regardless of the settlers’ own origins or
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intentions.**¢ Lorenzo Veracini extends this analysis by distinguishing settler colonialism from
other forms of colonialism: while colonialism exploits Indigenous labor, settler colonialism seeks
to replace Indigenous societies entirely, and immigrants become settlers through “exogenous
displacement”—the process by which people marginalized or dispossessed in Europe are
relocated to the New World, where their own histories of loss are reconfigured as entitlement to
new land.®’

This paradox is evident in the case of Scottish immigrants to Montana: economic
hardship, land dispossession, and class marginalization in Scotland propelled migration, but upon
arrival, these immigrants became agents of Indigenous dispossession, participating in the
transformation of Blackfeet territory into settler property. Settler colonialism operates
structurally, often independent of individual settler intent or awareness; the system’s persistence
is maintained through legal, political, and cultural institutions that continually reproduce
Indigenous dispossession and settler entitlement.®®

Lloyd and Wolfe’s work on Irish and colonial contexts further underscores this paradox,
showing how histories of dispossession in Europe were both replicated and inverted in the settler
colonial context: the “logic of elimination” did not discriminate based on the prior suffering of
settlers, but rather absorbed them into a structure that required the erasure of Indigenous

presence for its own reproduction.'® Thus, the appeal of settler life for Scottish immigrants in
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Montana in 1889, rooted in the promise of land, autonomy, and escape from European
marginalization, was inseparable from their participation in a settler colonial project that
structurally depended on the ongoing dispossession of the Blackfeet and other Indigenous
nations.®*

Colonial Settlerism Ivan Doig’s Dancing at the Rascal Fair.

Ivan Doig’s Dancing at the Rascal Fair offers a richly detailed account of Scottish
immigrant settlement in Montana’s Two Medicine country, foregrounding the labor, hardship,
and aspirations of its protagonists. Yet, the novel could be deeply implicated in the structures of
settler colonialism: it enacts the “logic of elimination” through the erasure of Indigenous
presence, naturalizes colonial land claims, and participates in the slow violence of environmental
and cultural transformation.

When we investigate why, through settler colonialism, certain histories are erased, we
begin to understand the greater picture. Doig's settler experience is part of the picture; European
settlers were a desired demographic to be wielded as a tool for Indigenous erasure in the ongoing
process of settler colonialism. Land promised to European immigrants was always intended to be
taken from Native Peoples as a part of ongoing settler colonialism and U.S. expansion.
Recognizing this truth creates a clearer view of the American West, situating both the ongoing
dispossession of land and agency in the service of the American Empire and industrial
capitalism. To see the immigrant settler rurality as a struggle for existence and survival alongside
Indigenous struggles for survivance and sovereignty, we can see from a better vantage point

ongoing forced removal, and slow violence of both rural and Reservation realities, which in turn

639 Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” 389—90.
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could shed light on those communities towards a better understanding of the struggles and

commonality within the neighboring borderlands.

Settler Identity, Place, and the Colonial Construction of
Montana’s Two Medicine Borderlands

Doig’s Dancing at the Rascal Fair is celebrated for its immersive portrayal of Scottish
immigrant settlers McCaskill and Barclay, who journey from Scotland to Montana in the late
nineteenth century. The novel meticulously documents their efforts to establish homesteads,
build families, and adapt to the harsh realities of frontier life in the Two Medicine country, a
region historically inhabited by the Blackfeet Nation. The landscape is depicted as both a site of
struggle and a canvas for projecting immigrant dreams and anxieties, foregrounding the
construction of settler identity through labor, endurance, and the transformation of “wilderness”
into productive property.®*

Scholars note that Doig’s narrative resists the romanticized “cowboy myth” of the West,
instead presenting a nuanced account of the toil, uncertainty, and fragility that defined settler
life.%! The characters’ struggles with land and labor expose the gap between the promise of “free
land” and the actual hardships of making a living on the frontier, while also exploring the tension
between individual ambition and communal interdependence.®** However, this construction of

place is inseparable from the broader colonial project of transforming Indigenous land into

“settled” territory, a process central to the American West’s literary and historical imagination.**?
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Push Factors: Why Leave Scotland in 18897

By the late nineteenth century, rural Scotland, especially the Highlands, was marked by
deep economic and social distress. The legacy of the Highland Clearances (c. 1750—1860)
loomed large: thousands of tenants had been forcibly evicted to make way for sheep farming,
dismantling traditional clan structures and reducing many to impoverished crofters with insecure
tenancies and little land to sustain themselves. The crofting crisis intensified in the 1880s,
culminating in the Crofters’ War (1882—1888), a period of mass protest against rack-renting,
arbitrary evictions, and the monopolization of land by aristocratic landlords. Although the
Crofters’ Holdings (Scotland) Act of 1886 granted some security of tenure, it did little to
alleviate chronic poverty, land hunger, and lack of opportunity.®*

Simultaneously, agricultural depression, falling prices, and the collapse of supplementary
industries such as kelp harvesting and fishing led to widespread unemployment and low wages.
The concentration of land ownership in the hands of a few landlords perpetuated stark class
inequality and left most rural Scots with little hope of upward mobility. These material hardships
were compounded by a psychological climate in which emigration was seen as both a necessary
escape and a route to self-betterment. 54
By the late nineteenth century, urban places such as Glasgow had become Scotland’s

largest city and a major industrial hub, but its rapid growth brought severe social and economic

challenges. Overcrowding in tenement slums was endemic: more than 85% of the working class
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lived in cramped, substandard housing, with many families occupying single-room dwellings and
paying up to half their income in rent. These conditions contributed to frequent outbreaks of
infectious diseases such as cholera and typhus, with mortality rates in Glasgow among the
highest in Britain. Industrial wages in shipbuilding and textiles were low and irregular, and
unemployment was a persistent threat, especially during economic downturns. Class inequality
was stark, with a small elite enjoying the city’s wealth while the majority struggled in poverty
and faced limited prospects for social mobility. For many Glaswegians, these hardships made the

prospect of emigration increasingly attractive as a means of escape and self-betterment. 54

Pull Factors: The Appeal of Settler Life.

The American West, and Montana in particular, was constructed in the transatlantic
imagination as a land of abundance and opportunity. The Homestead Act of 1862 promised 160
acres of “free land” to any adult citizen or intended citizen, including European immigrants, who
would pay a nominal fee and improve the land for five years, and then, in 1909, extended to 360
acres and reduced the “prove up” time to just three years.®*’ This policy was explicitly designed
to attract European migrants and transform the West into an agrarian society. The prospect of
landownership, unattainable for most in Scotland, was a powerful draw, offering autonomy,
economic security, and the hope of building a future for one’s family.

Doig’s characters, Angus McCaskill and Rob Barclay, embody these aspirations: their

journey is motivated by the desire for land, self-determination, and escape from the constraints of
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class and tradition.®*® The novel foregrounds the appeal of settler life, land ownership, autonomy,
and the promise of prosperity while also exposing the hardships and uncertainties faced by
immigrants, thus complicating the myth of the American frontier.®*’ Protagonist Angus tells the
tale from a more distant position. The story has already played its course, and Angus is just a
messenger. He tells the story after years of toil and loss, after all hope has diminished to just the
hope of survival, of pinching out an existence where, at the very least, a tiny ounce of that
freedom has come to fruition. After plague, after war, after a lost friendship, Angus looks back
across that time and space for justification.

Railroad companies not only sold land at attractive prices but also operated
“demonstration farms” and organized immigrant trains, making the journey accessible and
reinforcing the myth of opportunity.5>® These narratives of abundance and self-sufficiency were
central to the settler colonial project, naturalizing the erasure of Indigenous presence and
legitimizing the transformation of Native land into private property.®>! Letters from emigrants
and promotional tracts extolled the opportunities of the American West, where land was more
accessible, and the promise of social mobility was real. Letters from emigrants and promotional
tracts widely praised the opportunities and social mobility available in the American West,
encouraging many to seek new lives abroad. Emigration societies and philanthropic

organizations played a significant role in assisting emigrants with passage. However, when the
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British Parliament allocated funds for crofter emigration in the 1880s, this government support
was directed exclusively toward settlement in Canada, not the American West.5>2

The migration of Scottish and other European settlers to Montana was not merely a
personal quest for opportunity, but the result of a coordinated, transatlantic campaign funded by
government and corporate interests. The U.S. government, through federal and state immigration
bureaus, actively promoted westward movement as a means to populate and “civilize” the
frontier.®>® Private land companies and railroad corporations played a pivotal role in shaping
migration patterns. The Northern Pacific Railroad and the Great Northern Railway, endowed
with vast land grants by the federal government, established immigration bureaus, hired overseas
agents, and distributed promotional literature in multiple languages targeting British and Scottish
emigrants. Their campaigns depicted Montana as an agrarian paradise, fertile, abundant, and ripe
for transformation, while masking the ongoing dispossession of Indigenous nations and the

violence inherent in settler colonial expansion.®>*
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Protagonists Rob and Angus used a lengthy educational Crofutt's Emigrants’ Guide,%° a
comprehensive travel guide published in 1872 by George A. Crofutt, an American publisher,
writer, and promoter of the American West. As previously discussed, the guide was designed to
assist travelers and emigrants navigating the newly accessible transcontinental routes in the
United States, particularly following the completion of the Union Pacific Railroad. This guide
was part of a broader effort to promote westward expansion and the concept of Manifest Destiny.
It provided information for European emigrants and tourists while also serving as a promotional
tool for the settlement and development of the western United States. By combining detailed
descriptions of locations with a broader narrative of “progress” and opportunity, the guide helped
shape perceptions of the American West during a transformative period in the nation's history. It
provided "a full and authentic description of over five hundred cities, towns, villages, stations,
government forts and camps, mountains, lakes, rivers, Sulfur, soda and hot springs, scenery,
watering places, summer resorts" along the Union Pacific Railroad, Central Pacific Railroad, and
their branches®*®. This made it one of the only resources for travelers seeking information about
destinations across the United States. Crofutt was a strong advocate for westward migration and
the settlement of the western United States. His guide not only served navigational purposes but
also encouraged readers to embrace the “opportunities” of the American frontier as open and

accessible land.
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The guide capitalized on the burgeoning transcontinental tourism industry made possible
by the railroad. It highlighted the convenience and accessibility of travel across the country,
promoting the use of railroads and stagecoach connections®’. Crofutt's guide also reflected the
cultural ethos of the time, particularly the belief in Manifest Destiny, the idea that Americans
were destined to expand across the continent. This was further emphasized by the inclusion of
John Gast's famous painting American Progress in the guide, which symbolized technological

658 "and the perceived erasure of Native peoples.

advancement, westward expansion
Crofutt’s guide was more than a compendium of facts: it was a work of boosterism,
employing vivid language and imagery to construct the West as a “promised land” awaiting
industrious settlers. The guide’s descriptions emphasized abundance, modernity, and
accessibility, contrasting the hardships of the Old World with the opportunities of the New.
Panoramic illustrations and “telegraphic” language compressed vast distances, making the West
seem both immediate and attainable.%>® The guide cataloged the agricultural potential, mineral
wealth, and rapid growth of towns, presenting the landscape as a blank canvas for Euro-
American progress and personal advancement.*®
Crofutt’s guide was integral to a sophisticated transatlantic system of railroad promotion.

Major companies such as the Union Pacific, Central Pacific, Northern Pacific, and Great

Northern established immigration bureaus, hired agents in European port cities, and distributed
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guidebooks, pamphlets, and advertisements to prospective emigrants.’®! While Crofutt’s guide
was published in English, its content was summarized and excerpted in translated railroad
circulars and pamphlets targeting German, Scandinavian, and British audiences.®®? Railroad
companies collaborated with emigration societies and philanthropic organizations to organize
group passages, offer discounted fares, and direct immigrants to railroad-owned lands.%®* The
guide’s practical information and optimistic tone made it a valuable resource for newcomers,
while its distribution in immigrant hubs and port cities ensured its reach among European
audiences.®*

Crofutt’s guidebooks were central to the settler colonial project, enacting what Patrick
Wolfe terms the “logic of elimination.”*®* The guide routinely described the West as “unexplored
and unknown to the white race,” systematically erasing Indigenous presence and sovereignty. 6
This terra nullius framing legitimized settler claims and encouraged immigrants to view the land
as theirs for the taking. The guide’s celebration of rapid settlement, “building cities, towns and

villages as though by magic,” reinforced the idea that the West was a blank slate for Euro-

American progress.®®’
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By cataloging “improvements” and omitting Indigenous place names and histories,
Crofutt’s guide naturalized the transformation of Native land into private property.®®® The guide’s
narrative and practical guidance facilitated the demographic engineering of the West, supporting
the replacement of Indigenous societies with settler communities, a process at the heart of settler
colonialism as theorized by Wolfe and Veracini.®®

Settler colonialism is not a singular event, but an ongoing structure, maintained through
legal, cultural, and narrative means.®’® Crofutt’s guide exemplifies the genre’s role in advancing
this project by mapping, cataloging, and promoting the West to non-Indigenous audiences,
thereby participating in the “logic of elimination.”®”! The guide’s erasure of Indigenous presence
and normalization of settler sovereignty are central to what Veracini calls the “cultural

machinery” of settler colonialism.%”?

A Literary Ethos of Memory and Place

Doig’s central themes of memory and place further distinguish his work from other
Western writers. His writing embodies what O. Alan Weltzien describes as “a memory-infused
regionalism,” in which the past constantly informs the present and landscapes are imbued with

the weight of history and personal experience.’”* In This House of Sky: Landscapes of a Western
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Mind (1978), Doig’s memoir of growing up in Montana, the landscape is a repository of memory
that shapes identity and anchors the narrative. Doig’s meticulous attention to the interplay
between memory and environment sets him apart from Stegner and Maclean, whose works often
treat the landscape as a backdrop to human drama rather than as an active participant in it.

Doig’s commitment to historical accuracy and cultural authenticity also defines his
literary ethos. Drawing on his background in history, he earned a Ph.D. from the University of
Washington. Doig researched the historical contexts of his novels, ensuring that his depictions of
Montana life were both vivid and authentic.%”* This rigorous attention to detail allows Doig to
capture the texture of daily life in the West, from the labor of sheepherding to the struggles of

homesteading, in ways that resonate with both historical fidelity and emotional depth.

Literary Friendships and Authorial Intent of James Welch,
Ivan Doig, and Other Montana Writers

Doig positioned himself within a “family tree of Western writers,” rooted in Montana and
including figures such as A.B. Guthrie, James Welch, William Kittredge, Mary Clearman Blew,
and Norman Maclean. This lineage is both personal and professional. For example, his book
Winter Brothers centers on Doig’s imaginative dialogue with the journals of James Gilchrist
Swan, a 19th-century settler who meticulously chronicled his life among the Makah people and
the wild landscapes of Washington Territory. blends Swan’s historical observations with his own

contemporary narrative. Doig’s dedication of Winter Brothers to the group of Montana writers,
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saying “This one is for the Missoula Gang, when we owned the West,” underscores the
collaborative spirit of the Montana literary community.®”

In 1979, Montana’s literary scene was irrevocably changed by the emergence of James
Welch as a major voice in Native American fiction and by the publication of Ivan Doig’s
memoir, This House of Sky: Landscapes of a Western Mind. It was in this context that James and
Lois Welch, and Ivan and Carol Doig attended a literary conference in Missoula, Montana, a
gathering that would prove pivotal for both their personal and professional lives. According to
oral histories and interviews with both Carol Doig®’® and Lois Welch, the initial meeting between
the Doigs and the Welches took place at a convivial party associated with the conference, where
mutual friends recognized the commonalities between the two couples. Both Ivan and James
were rising literary figures, and both Carol and Lois were post-secondary educators supporting
their writer-husbands, a dynamic rare for the time. Lois Welch later recalled, “We were both
faculty wives, but also faculty ourselves, and that gave us a lot to talk about. Supporting Ivan and
Jim was part of our lives, but we also had our own work and ambitions.”®”’
The warmth and mutual understanding that characterized this first exchange quickly blossomed

into a deep friendship and professional alliance, marked by frequent visits and close contact

despite the geographical distance between Seattle and Missoula. This relationship set the stage
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for decades of collaboration, support, and shared achievement within Montana’s literary
community, and it is well documented in oral histories, photographs, and archival
correspondence.®’®

James Welch’s Fools Crow (1986) stands as a landmark in Indigenous historical fiction,
shaped by Welch’s Blackfeet (Pikuni) heritage and his commitment to oral tradition, historical
recovery, and the reclamation of Indigenous voice. Welch drew directly on family oral histories,
particularly the stories of his paternal grandmother, a survivor of the Bear River Massacre of
1870, which provided both the material and the perspective for the novel.%”” His stated intention
was to blend historical events and people with fictional ones, thereby recounting a pivotal period
during the subjugation of the Blackfeet and offering a counter-narrative to dominant Euro-
American histories. 5%

Welch’s narrative is deeply embedded in Blackfeet epistemology and oral tradition,
employing a hybrid literary form that merges Western realism with tribal storytelling. The
novel’s episodic structure, use of Blackfeet language, and integration of ceremonial practices
immerse the reader in Pikuni conceptual frameworks, foregrounding the importance of
storytelling, ceremony, and myth in sustaining Blackfeet identity and resilience.®®! The Bear

River Massacre is the historical and emotional climax of the novel, depicted not as an isolated
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tragedy but as the culmination of a systemic process of dispossession and violence. Welch’s
recreation of this event is both a memorial and a critique of settler colonial violence, with the
narrative focusing on the Pikuni experience as it may have been perceived by survivors.5®?

Themes of place, identity, and Indigenous sovereignty are inseparable in Fools Crow,
with the Two Medicine region serving as both a physical and spiritual homeland. Welch’s
depiction of the land is not empty wilderness, but as storied, inhabited, and sovereign is a
perspective that challenges settler colonial narratives of terra nullius % | the colonial pretext of
“empty” land or land "belonging to no one”, which attempted to justify colonial gain to the
land.®®* The struggle for Indigenous land and sovereignty is central in Fools Crow, as the Pikuni
confront the encroachment of settlers, the loss of the buffalo, and the imposition of reservation

boundaries. Welch’s narrative strategy emphasizes consensus-based governance, communal
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rituals, and the sacredness of land, contrasting them with the hierarchical, extractive logic of

settler society.5®

The Logic of Elimination: Erasure of Blackfeet Presence
and the Terra Nullius Framing

Wolfe’s theory of settler colonialism as a structure, not an event, is enacted in Dancing at
the Rascal Fair through the novel’s erasure of Indigenous presence and its naturalization of
colonial land claims and those who are convinced to settle. Wolfe’s “logic of elimination”
describes the ongoing drive to erase Indigenous peoples to secure land for settlers, a logic that is
both material and narrative.®*In Doig’s novel, the Blackfeet are largely absent, appearing only as
a distant presence on a reservation “on the other side of the hill.”®®” The Two Medicine country is
depicted as “empty” or available for settlement, reinforcing the colonial trope of terra nullius and
facilitating the settler fantasy of unclaimed opportunity.®®® This absence is not merely a narrative
oversight but is symptomatic of a broader pattern in Western American literature, where
Indigenous histories and sovereignties are backgrounded or erased to legitimize settler claims to
land.®%

Yet, instead of understanding the Two Medicine in a vacuum or a simple us-or-them

dichotomy, it is better understood through Byrd’s “cacophony of colonialism,” which further
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illuminates the layered, intersecting forms of colonial violence at work in the borderlands, where
multiple forms of marginalization and complicity coexist.®”® This approach urges readers to
interrogate how settler narratives participate in and illuminate the attempted erasure of
Indigenous geographies and histories, and to recognize the literary reproduction of the settler-
colonial spatial imaginary.®*!

Angus and Rob’s trans-Atlantic trek is fraught with sickness, anxiety, and a loss of
connection to their families back home, yet assured by Crofutt’s guide, their dreams of a new life
in America lie ahead. Doig’s version of the guide reads: “The mother country must be left
behind, the family ties, all old associations broken...the broad Atlantic, the dusty ride to the great
West of America, the scorching sun, the coldest winter...and the hard work of the homestead”.%
Here, the guide explicitly requests leaving behind everything they knew, and their ties to the
Homeland in pursuit of the hard work of the homestead in the U.S. This request leaves the new
homesteader dependent on this new life, and on the “dream” of independence in the U.S.

Years later, in reflection, Angus laments, “Right advice, to keep your heart in one pure
piece. But easier said than followed”.%**> Here, Angus’s reflection, regret or consequence,
highlights the hardship of what such independence costs. Though “hard work” does help them
create a life for themselves, life never gets easier. Encroaching large cattle ranchers and

industrial capitalism, rough terrain (never meant for Eurocentric ideals of farming or ranching),
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newly allotted National Forest Land, harsh winters, dry summers, fires, war, a pandemic, and the
onset of a new type of homesteaders which Angus calls “steaders” all keep Angus and Rob from
truly finding their “American Dream” promised to them so many years before by the Crofutt
guide.

The two immigrants see the land and its acquisition as idealistic and hopeful at the start
of their homesteading adventure. While Angus is looking for a place to settle, he finds an area in
the Two Medicine region that eventually becomes Scotch Heaven. He says, “Here was
magnificent. And here, just below me, one single calm green wrinkle amid the surrounding
rumpus of surging buttes and tall timbered ridges and stone cliff skyline, lay the valley of the
North Fork... a gospel according to Lucus.”®* This passage exemplifies what William Cronon
describes as the "Sky as Cathedral," a mode of perception in which natural landscapes are
imbued with sacredness, awe, and transcendental significance, an aesthetic shaped by cultural
assumptions about wilderness and its moral value.®®> Angus’s description of the Two Medicine
region is layered with reverence, elevating the land to a spiritual ideal, while simultaneously
framing it as a space ripe for transformation and possession. By referring to the valley as “a
gospel,” Doig draws on religious metaphor to reflect the settlers’ colonial mentality, one that
sanctifies the land in preparation for its appropriation and cultivation.

On securing their homestead, Angus said that “Rob’s remark at the time was that Crofutt

95696

himself verged to Greek here.”””® meaning that even though Crofutt’s guide became murky at

94 Doig, Dancing at the Rascal Fair, 73

695 Cronon, Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature (New York: W.W.
Norton & Company, 1995), 74—75. Cronon critiques the romanticization of wilderness as a
spiritual sanctuary, noting how it often serves settler colonial narratives.
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this juncture, yet “upon the land itself, there on the great earthen table of the American
experiment, the survey system’s lines of logic wrote themselves out so clearly they took your
breath away”®’. All they seemed to need was “hope, muscle, and time”%’%. Doig uses Angus and
Rob's idealism and the myth of the rugged individual to reflect how this myth could manifest on
a cool spring day when the sun was out and the grass was damp. Through the advice of Ninian
Duff and Rob’s uncle Lucas, Rob and Angus decide to raise sheep instead of cattle. Ninian says,
“Cattle do well enough, but the better animal hereabout may be sheep. A person can graze five or
six of them on the same ground it takes one cow”.5%

By 1883, homesteading for Rob and Angus’s fate took a darker turn. Lucas recounts the
Starvation Winters in 1883 and 1886, in which the lack of food sources, like the bison, was killed
off by soldiers and settlers to eliminate the food source of Native People. Smallpox also caused
immeasurable suffering to the U.S. promised rations that were undelivered, caused immeasurable
suffering to the Blackfeet People. Lucas serves as a rare narrative bridge between settler and
Indigenous histories. In a pivotal scene, he recounts the devastation of the Starvation Winters:
“Pure gruesome, what they went through. The last of the buffalo petered out that year, and the
winter rations the Blackfeet were supposed to get went into some Indian agent’s pocket, and on
top of it all, smallpox. They say maybe a third of the whole tribe was dead by spring.”’%

Lucas’s testimony momentarily disrupts the forward momentum of settler progress,

bearing witness to the catastrophic impact of colonial and capitalist expansion on the Blackfeet.

71bid. 112
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709 Montana Historical Society, “Starvation Winter of the Blackfeet,” Montana Memory Project,;
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Yet, as scholars have noted, his role is ultimately marginal: his stories are received with
discomfort or deflection by Rob and Angus, who remain focused on their own hardships and
ambitions. Lucas’s function is emblematic of what Pauline Wakeham calls the “ethics of literary
critique” in settler narratives, moments of witness that risk being absorbed into a redemptive
story of settler hardship and triumph, rather than fundamentally altering the trajectory or self-
conception of the settler protagonists.’’!

The contradiction between the new American idealism, seen in Angus and Rob, and the
reality of colonial and capitalist expansion is evident here. Where Rob and Angus see that there’s
nothing hard work can’t handle, they typify a supremacy mindset that contrasts with their hard
work. In contrast, in their minds, Native People must just be moving on or phasing out of a
“modern” and “civilized” world.”®? The absence is audible here. Doig uses these moments of
reflection and affect to center that silence. To read this correctly, we must bring the Indigenous
experience into the conversation; otherwise, that silence can be seen as settler complacency that
further perpetuates it, a silence that also needs to be heard and discussed.

A truly comparative, anticolonial reading must avoid false equivalence between settler
and Native experiences. While Dancing at the Rascal Fair depicts genuine hardship and
adaptation among settlers, these struggles are not equivalent to the structural violence,
dispossession, and genocide experienced by Indigenous communities. As Patricia Limerick and

William Kittredge argue, the hardships of homesteading are real, but they are inseparable from

791 Pauline Wakeham, “Beyond Comparison: Settler Colonialism, Indigenous Politics, and the
Ethics of Literary Critique,” Canadian Literature 228 (2016): 12-29.

792 Carl Abbott, “Immigration, Settlement, and Social Change in the Montana Trilogy,” in The
Montana Trilogy Boxed Set (Grokipedia, 2025), 14—16.
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and made possible by the prior erasure of Native presence. Ethical critique must name these
logics while also attending to the lived complexities of rural settler identity, refusing both the
erasure of Indigenous harm and the flattening of settler experience.’*

The Starvation Winters of 1883 and 1886, as recounted by Lucas in Dancing at the
Rascal Fair, expose the deep asymmetry between Native and settler experiences in Montana’s
borderlands. While Rob and Angus’s belief in hard work as the key to survival is both a source of
resilience and a form of colonial blindness, Indigenous narratives like Fools Crow and The Lost
Journals of Sacajewea foreground the catastrophic consequences of colonial violence and the
ongoing presence and agency of Native peoples. A comparative, anticolonial, borderlands-
theory-driven reading thus reveals not only the intersections but also the profound divergences
between these experiences, underscoring the necessity of centering Indigenous sovereignty,

memory, and survivance in any account of Montana’s past and present.”*

793 Nelson Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West (New
York: W.W. Norton, 1987), 27. Kittredge, “The Plural West: Doig, Welch, and the Ethics of
Montana Storytelling,” in Al Our Stories Are Here: Critical Perspectives on Montana
Literature, ed. William Kittredge and Allen Jones (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2009),
12.

794 Lisa Brooks, The Common Pot: The Recovery of Native Space in the Northeast (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 8—10.
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Mutual Influence, Literary Dialogue, and Scholarly Context

The personal and professional friendship between Ivan Doig and James Welch is well
documented in oral histories, archival correspondence, and scholarly analysis. Their initial
meeting at a 1979 literary conference in Missoula marked the beginning of a decades-long
relationship characterized by mutual respect, literary exchange, and shared regional identity.’®’

The friendship between the Doigs and the Welch’s was a product of shared literary
values, regional identity, and professional collaboration. Their relationship exemplifies the
supportive networks that have shaped Western American literature, and their respective novels,
Fools Crow and Dancing at the Rascal Fair, stand as dialogic explorations of Montana’s Two
Medicine region from contrasting Indigenous and settler perspectives. Welch’s novel enacts
Indigenous survivance, oral tradition, and historical recovery, while Doig’s work foregrounds the
complexities of settler identity, memory, and the transformation of place. Together, these works
and their authors exemplify the ongoing negotiation of identity, memory, and place in the
American West, rooted in the realities of literary life in Montana and the collaborative spirit of its
literary community.

Memory, for Doig, is not merely recollection but an act of cultural negotiation and
reclamation. In Winter Brothers, he describes his project as “about finding a place to invest one’s

life,” suggesting that the act of remembering is inseparable from the ongoing work of place-

making and identity formation.”® This theme is echoed in This House of Sky: Landscapes of a

795 Carol Doig and Friends Oral Histories, 2022—2024, Montana State University Library,
Bozeman, MT.

"%Doig, This House of Sky: Landscapes of a Western Mind (New York: Harcourt, 1978), 34;
William Wyckoff, “Place-defining Literature: Ivan Doig’s Montana,” Geographical Review 91,
no. 1-2 (2001): 41-56.
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Western Mind, where Doig’s prose vividly evokes the formative power of place and the search
for belonging in a region marked by both isolation and community. Doig’s attention to the “lariat
proletariat, the working-class point of view,” and his resistance to the romanticized “cowboy

myth,” further ground his borderlands explorations in the lived realities of those who inhabit the

margins of the American West.”"

Doig was writing back against the “Wisterns” of the American West that followed the
typical Cowboy-and-Indian tropes and perpetuated dangerous dialogues. He called them
“Wisterns” after Owen Wister, who wrote the novel The Virginian and is considered the “Father
of Western Fiction.”’* Doig said, "Nobody ever milks a cow or plants a spud," Doig has
complained. "As best I can tell, there's got to be some kind of catering service out of Omaha that
comes out and takes care of the whole damn West. It's nonsense, and I think it's harmful
nonsense."”®In a 1984 speech, Doig addresses the problem with Wisterns.

Books set here in the west of America haven’t always given attention to the
workaday life and the valid voices of the region. A romantic version that one scholar
has called "the cowboys without the cows" got underway about eighty five years
ago with The Virginian, Owen Wister's famous novel. The Virginian began a lineage
of books that might be called Wisterns. In a Wistern, a bad guy insults a good guy—
in The Virginian, the actual insult is "you son of a blank"—and the good guy
dangerously drawls back, "When you call me that—smile." But that’s about all that
does go on in a Wistern. None of the guys, good or bad, seems ever do do a lick of
everyday work—milk a cow, churn butter, plant a potato. You get the impression
that somewhere just out of sight, there must be a catering service maybe someplace
around Omaha liJuf that comes out west and feeds everybody, and does the chores
Nonsensical as that sort of portrait of the western half of America is, it does have
consequences: it fudges the terms of life in much of the actual American west—

"7 Doig, This House of Sky, 78.

798 Wister, Owen. “Hank’s Woman.” 1892, 1900. The West of Owen Wister. Ed. Robert L.
Hough. Lincoln: University of Nebraska, Bison Books, 1972, 1-40.
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that this is a big, fragile, contentious part of the country which requires a lot of work
to make a living from its land That is the west behind the cowboy myth.”!?

Here, Doig reiterates the problem with perpetuating the cowboy trope. And how he and Welch
were a part of such writers who were working to write to reclaim a more authentic version of
what the West could mean. In a 1987 interview, he explains, “Today there seems to be a bunch of
us writers working at our centers of the universe, and these centers are not the metropolitan
centers”.”!! Doig’s “decided efforts” do not consist of Owen Wistern novels, nor do they rely on
cowboy heroes to save a damsel in distress. “Instead, Doig writes of immigrant families,
dedicated schoolteachers, miners, fur trappers, and town builders. He probes the uncertainties of
friendship and love, and colossal battles of will, set amid the vast unpredictabilities of a land
notable for sudden deadly floods, agonizing droughts, blizzards and forest fires, a land where
human figures stand tall because there are relatively so few of them; the twin disasters of World
War I and the influenza epidemic of 1918 killed 1 Montanan in every 100.” writes Chicago

Tribune writer Peter Gorner.

710 Speeches--Commencement, Ivan Doig Archive - Digital Collection, Montana State University
(MSU) Library, Bozeman, MT, https://n2t.net/ark:/75788/m4fv8x
" Tbid



237

References
Abbott, Carl. “Immigration, Settlement, and Social Change in the Montana Trilogy,” in The
Montana Trilogy Boxed Set (Grokipedia, 2025), 14-16.

Barry, Nora. “‘A Myth to Be Alive’: James Welch’s Fools Crow.” MELUS 17, no. 1 (March 1,
1992): 3-20. https://doi.org/10.2307/467320.

Brooks, Lisa. The Common Pot: The Recovery of Native Space in the Northeast (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 8—10.

Carol Doig and Friends Oral Histories, 2022—2024. Montana State University Library, Bozeman,
MT.

Carroll, Emmett H. “Fools Crow by James Welch,” Literature and Writing EBSCO,
https://www.ebsco.com/research-starters/literature-and-writing/fools-crow-james-welch

Center for the Study of the Pacific Northwest. “Ivan Doig and the Family Tree of Western
Writers.” University of Washington.
https://www.lib.washington.edu/cspn/DoigFamilyTree.

Cook, Barbara. “A Tapestry of History and Reimagination: Women’s Place in James Welch’s
Fools Crow.” American Indian Quarterly 24, no. 3 (2000): 441-453.

Cook-Lynn, Elizabeth. Why I Can't Read Wallace Stegner and Other Essays. Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1996.

Cox, Alicia. “Settler Colonialism - Literary and Critical Theory.” In Oxford Bibliographies in
Literary and Critical Theory, edited by Eugene O’Brien. Last modified August 29, 2018.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0B0/9780190221911-0029. Accessed March 2026.

Crofutt, George A. Crofutt’s New Overland Tourist and Pacific Coast Guide (Chicago: Overland
Publishing, 1872), 5.

Crofutt, George Andrews,” Geographic Rare Antique Maps,
https://www.geographicus.com/P/ctgy%26Category_Code%3Dcrofuttgeorgea.

Cronon, William Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1983), 12.

Currie Johnson, Stanley A History of Emigration from the United Kingdom to North America,
1763-1912 (London: Routledge & Sons, Ltd., 1913), 120-125, 180-185;

Devine, T. M. The Scottish Clearances: A History of the Dispossessed, 1600—1900. London:
Penguin Books, 2018.


https://doi.org/10.2307/467320
https://www.ebsco.com/research-starters/literature-and-writing/fools-crow-james-welch
https://www.lib.washington.edu/cspn/DoigFamilyTree
https://www.geographicus.com/P/ctgy%26Category_Code%3Dcrofuttgeorgea

238

Doig, Carol and Friends Oral Histories, 2022—-2024, Montana State University Library,
Bozeman, MT.

Doig, Carol and Lois Welch, “A Conversation With Carol Doig and Lois Welch - Symposium
Presentation,” Montana State University--Bozeman, September 14, 2017.

Doig, Carol at Shoreline Community College in Seattle, Washington, Ivan Doig Archive - Digital
Collection, Montana State University (MSU) Library, Bozeman, MT,
https://n2t.net/ark:/75788/m4md7m

Doig, Ivan. Dancing at the Rascal Fair. New York: Atheneum, 1987.
Doig, Ivan. English Creek. New York: Atheneum, 1984.
Doig, Ivan. Heart Earth. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1993.

Doig, Ivan. This House of Sky: Landscapes of a Western Mind. New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1978.

Doig, Ivan. Winter Brothers: A Season at the Edge of America. New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1980.

Doig, Ivan. Interview with Terrain.org, 2006.

Doig, Ivan. Letter to James Welch, 12 March 1982. Ivan Doig Papers. Montana State University
Library, Bozeman, MT.

Doig, Ivan. Papers. Collection 2476. Montana State University Library, Bozeman, MT.

Doig, quoted in William G. Robbins, “Review of Dancing at the Rascal Fair,” Western Historical
Quarterly 19, no. 4 (1988): 464-65.

Egan, Ken. “Montana Apocalypse: Extremism and Hope in the American West.” In Western
Futures: Perspectives on the Humanities at the Millennium, 17-30. Bozeman: Montana
State University Press, 2000.

Gish, Robert F. “Word Medicine: Storytelling and Magic Realism in James Welch’s Fools
Crow.” American Indian Quarterly 14, no. 4 (1990): 349-354.

Gorner, P. (1987, Dec 10). Montana Novelist Ivan Doig is One of a Number of Writers Yearning
For Wider Pastures, Chicago Tribune (Pre-1997 Full text)

Harper, Marjory Adventurers and Exiles: The Great Scottish Exodus (London: John Murray,
2003), 1-70;

Heath Justice, Daniel. Why Indigenous Literatures Matter (Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier
University Press, 2018).


https://n2t.net/ark:/75788/m4md7m

239

Hunter, James The Making of the Crofting Community (Edinburgh: John Donald, 1976), 215—
30.

Ivan Doig Archive. Montana State University.

Ivan Doig Center. “About Ivan Doig.” Montana State University. Accessed March 2026.
https://www.montana.edu/doig/aboutivandoig.html.

“Ivan Doig with Jim and Lois Welch.” Ivan Doig Archive - Digital Collection. Montana State
University Library. https://arc.lib.montana.edu/ivan-doig/item/1645.

James Welch Papers. Maureen and Mike Mansfield Library, University of Montana, Missoula,
MT.

Johnson, Stanley Currie. A History of Emigration from the United Kingdom to North America,
1763—1912. London: Ltd., 1913.

Kittredge, William. “The Plural West: Doig, Welch, and the Ethics of Montana Storytelling,” in
All Our Stories Are Here: Critical Perspectives on Montana Literature, ed.

Kittredge, William and Allen Jones (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2009), 12.

Kollin, Susan, ed. A History of Western American Literature. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2016.

Krupat, The Voice in the Margin: Native American Literature and the Canon (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1989), 45;

Ladino, Jennifer “‘A Home for Civilization’: Nostalgia, Innocence, and the Frontier in Wallace
Stegner’s Angle of Repose,” Western American Literature 44, no. 3 (2009): 231-257

LaPier, Rosalyn R. Invisible Reality: Storytellers, Storytakers, and the Supernatural World of the
Blackfeet. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2017.

Limerick, Patricia Nelson. The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West.
New York: W.W. Norton, 1987.

Lloyd, David and Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonial Logics and the Neoliberal Regime,” Social
Text 34, no. 2 (2016): 1-17.

Lyons, “Rhetorical Sovereignty: What Do American Indians Want from Writing?”” College
Composition and Communication 51, no. 3 (2000): 447-468;

Maver, Irene Glasgow (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000), 112—18; Richard Rodger
“Political Economy, Ideology and the Persistence of Working-Class Housing Problems in
Britain, 1850-1914,” International Review of Social History 53, no. 2 (2008): 249-272.

Mbembe, Achille. “Necropolitics.” Public Culture 15, no. 1 (2003): 11-40.


https://arc.lib.montana.edu/ivan-doig/item/1645

240

Montana Historical Society, “Starvation Winter of the Blackfeet,” Montana Memory Project,
https://www.mtmemory.org/nodes/view/5722; Wylie, Blood on the Marias: The Baker
Massacre, 13—15.

Moore, Jason W. Capitalism in the Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capital.
London: Verso, 2015.

Murphy, Mary. “On Writing and Writers: A Conversation between Carol Doig and Lois Welch.”
Montana: The Magazine of Western History 68, no. 2 (2018): 66—72.

National Archives and Records Administration. “Homestead Act (1862).”
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/homestead-act.

Native Hope, “How the Destruction of the Buffalo (Tatanka) Impacted Native Americans,”
Native Hope Blog, June 14, 2022, https://blog.nativehope.org/how-the-destruction-of-
the-buffalo-impacted-native-americans.

Nelson Limerick, Patricia. The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West
(New York: W.W. Norton, 1987), 27-29.

Nelson, Christopher. “Created in Words: Theorizing (Postmodern) Native American Survival
Through Story in James Welch’s Fools Crow.” Cultural Critique 81 (2012): 31-69.

Nixon, Rob. Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor. Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2011.

Ortiz, Simon. “The Story Must Be Told by Those Who Live It,” in Speaking for the Generations:
Native Writers on Writing, ed.

Pareltheon, Zay. “Review — The Montana Trilogy by Ivan Doig.” The Howling Owl. Medium.
Accessed April 19, 2026. https://medium.com/the-howling-owl/review-the-montana-
trilogy-by-ivan-doig-a42b64cdb772.

Raab, Jennifer “Panoramic Vision, Telegraphic Language: Selling the American West, 1869—
1884,” Journal of American Studies 46, no. 2 (2012): 347—-69.

Ramsey, Jarold. “Fools Crow.” Parabola 12, no. 1 (February 1987): 108, 110-112.

Robbins, William G. “Review of Dancing at the Rascal Fair.” Western Historical Quarterly 19,
no. 4 (1988): 464-65.

Simpson, Audra Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life Across the Borders of Settler States
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 11-13.

Stegner, Wallace Angle of Repose (New York: Doubleday, 1971);

Taylor Grazing Act (1934), in “Taylor Grazing Act | Encyclopedia.com,”


https://medium.com/the-howling-owl/review-the-montana-trilogy-by-ivan-doig-a42b64cdb772?utm_source=you.com
https://medium.com/the-howling-owl/review-the-montana-trilogy-by-ivan-doig-a42b64cdb772?utm_source=you.com

241

Trafzer, Clifford E. “English Creek by Ivan Doig (review).” Western American Literature 20, no.
3 (1985): 312-13.

Trimble Young, Alex, and Lorenzo Veracini, “‘If I am native to anything’: Settler Colonial
Studies and Western American Literature,” Western American Literature 53, no. 3 (2018):
225-246.

Veracini, Lorenzo Settler Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2010), 16—18.

Vizenor, Gerald. Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance. Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1999.

Welch, James. Fools Crow. New York: Viking, 1986.

Welch, Lois. Loving James Welch: A Memoir. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
forthcoming.

Weltzien, O. Alan. “George Custer, Norman Maclean, and James Welch: Personal History and
the Redemption of Defeat.” Western American Literature 36, no. 1 (2001): 28-45.

Wild, Peter. “Visions of a Blackfoot.” The New York Times Book Review, November 2, 1986, 14.

White, Richard. “It’s Your Misfortune and None of My Own”: A New History of the American
West—Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991.

Worster, Donald. Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 1930s. New York: Oxford University
Press, 1979.

Wolfe, Patrick. “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native.” Journal of Genocide
Research 8, no. 4 (2006): 387-409.

Wyckoft, William “Place-defining Literature: Ivan Doig’s Montana,” Geographical Review 91,
no. 1-2 (2001): 41-56.

Wylie, Paul R. Blood on the Marias: The Baker Massacre. Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 2016.



242

CHAPTER SIX

TRACING SETTLER COLONIALISM AND INDIGENOUS
SURVIVANCE IN MONTANA’S TWO MEDICINE REGION: A
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE LOST JOURNALS OF
SACAJEWEA, FOOLS CROW, AND DANCING AT THE RASCAL

FAIR

The Two Medicine region of Montana, known to the Blackfeet as Naatookyookaasin, is a
landscape of profound historical, spiritual, and political significance, a homeland shaped by
centuries of Indigenous stewardship, colonial incursion, and ongoing contestation. This region,
with its storied rivers and foothills, stands at the heart of three major works of Montana
literature: Debra Magpie Earling’s The Lost Journals of Sacajewea,”'? James Welch’s Fools
Crow,” and Ivan Doig’s Dancing at the Rascal Fair.”'* Read together, these novels trace a
chronological and ethical timeline of settler colonialism in Montana, from the earliest moments
of U.S. imperial surveillance through the violence of military conquest to the perceived near-total
erasure of Indigenous presence in the settler pastoral imagination. These texts also enact
powerful forms of Indigenous survivance, rhetorical sovereignty, and spatial storying, drawing
on the work of Byrd, Vizenor, Deloria Jr., Lyons, Goeman, and Wolfe.”!> Through their distinct

narrative strategies and theoretical engagements, Earling, Welch, and Doig collectively redefine

"2 Allen, The Sacred Hoop.

13 Barry, “‘4 Myth to Be Alive’: James Welch’s Fools Crow,” MELUS 17, no. 1 (March 1,
1992): 3-20, https://doi.org/10.2307/467320.

14 Jodi A. Byrd The Transit of Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism. Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2011.

715 Cook, “A Tapestry of History and Reimagination“441-453.
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both Indigenous and settler experiences in the Two Medicine region, foregrounding the ethical
and political stakes of anticolonial literary criticism.

Earling’s The Lost Journals of Sacajewea reimagines the Lewis and Clark expedition as
the opening act of U.S. imperial expansion into the Two Medicine region, centering the voice
and embodied knowledge of Sacajewea, a Shoshone woman whose story has long been
appropriated and mythologized by the colonial archive. Earling’s narrative is marked by poetic
fragmentation, hybridized dialect, and the visual disruption of strike marks, all of which function
as acts of rhetorical resistance and reclamation. The novel’s refusal to present Sacajewea as
Charbonneau’s wife, instead consistently framing her as his captive, enacts an anticolonial ethics
that foregrounds Indigenous agency and survivance in the face of violence and captivity.”!°

A pivotal passage encapsulates the novel’s critique of settler epistemology: “They will
name the Sacred places. Long ago, the People knew that Life rested in what must not be named.
When all things are named, when all Earth's gifts are claimed without thanks, without stories,
without prayer, Water and fire will come”.”!” Here, Earling invokes Goeman’s concept of “spatial
storying,” the remapping of land through Indigenous epistemologies, oral tradition, and
ceremony, in direct resistance to settler cartographies and the colonial impulse to catalog and
possess.’”'® The novel’s fragmented, incantatory style also enacts what Lyons terms “rhetorical
sovereignty,” the right of Indigenous peoples to determine their own communicative needs,

goals, and languages, refusing the dominance of English and the colonial archive.”"

716 Deloria, God Is Red.

"7 Earling The Lost Journals of Sacajewea 2023, 77
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Jodi Byrd’s “transit of empire” is equally relevant: Sacajewea’s journey is not merely a
story of individual survival but a trajectory through which “Indianness” is mobilized as
precedent and justification for U.S. imperial expansion.’?® Earling’s novel inaugurates the
timeline of settler colonialism in the Two Medicine region, while simultaneously enacting

Indigenous survivance and narrative sovereignty.

Military Violence and the Logic of Elimination: Fools Crow and
the Blackfeet Borderlands (1860s—1870s)

James Welch’s Fools Crow moves the timeline forward to the mid-to-late nineteenth
century, a period marked by the intensification of settler colonial violence and the catastrophic
rupture of Blackfeet life. The novel centers on White Man’s Dog, whose transformation into
Fools Crow is mediated by vision questioning, ceremonial knowledge, and kinship obligations,
practices that anchor Pikuni identity and resilience. The narrative’s climax is the Bear River
Massacre of January 23, 1870, when U.S. troops attacked a Piegan camp along the Bear River at
dawn, killing mostly women, children, and elders.’”?! This event, as Patrick Wolfe argues,
exemplifies the “logic of elimination” that defines settler colonialism, perpetually seeking the
erasure of Indigenous presence to secure land for settlers.”*?

Welch’s depiction of the massacre is grounded in both historical record and personal
heritage; his great-grandmother, Red Paint Woman, was a survivor of the Bear River Massacre,

and his family’s story is woven into the fabric of the novel.”?® Yet, Fools Crow refuses to reduce

20 Byrd The Transit of Empire, Xix—xxi.
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Blackfeet experience to victimhood or disappearance. Instead, the novel enacts what Gerald

99, ¢

Vizenor calls “survivance”: “an active sense of presence over absence, deracination, and
oblivion; survivance is the continuance of stories, not a mere reaction, however pertinent.”’?*
Through communal ceremonies, kinship, and the persistence of oral tradition, the Pikuni assert
their ongoing presence and agency, even in the face of overwhelming violence.’?

Vine Deloria Jr.’s land-based relational ontology is central to Welch’s narrative, as the
Two Medicine region is not merely a backdrop but a living, storied homeland, animated by
ceremony, kinship, and spiritual responsibility. “The tie of tribes to particular land means that
Native Americans are the spiritual owners of America.”’?® Welch’s use of Pikuni language, oral
storytelling, and mythic time constitutes an act of rhetorical sovereignty, immersing readers in
Blackfeet epistemologies and resisting the dominance of English and settler narrative forms.”*’
Pikuni women—Red Paint, Heavy Shield Woman, Kills-close-to-the-lake, Feather Woman—are
depicted as knowledge keepers, ceremonial centers, and mediators, embodying the gendered
dimensions of survivance and the creative potential of borderlands.”®® In sum, Fools Crow

documents the trauma of settler colonial violence while asserting the persistence of Indigenous

presence, knowledge, and sovereignty.

24 Vizenor Manifest Manners, 5.

725 Nelson ”Created in Words,” 36-40;Barry, “‘A Myth to Be Alive’: James Welch’s Fools
Crow,” MELUS 17, no. 1 (March 1, 1992): 3-20, https://doi.org/10.2307/467320.
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Homesteading, Erasure, and the Settler Pastoral: Dancing at the
Rascal Fair (1880s—1910s)

Ivan Doig’s Dancing at the Rascal Fair completes the chronological arc, depicting the
final phase of the settler colonial transformation of the Two Medicine region, the near-total
erasure of Blackfeet presence, and the construction of a settler pastoral landscape. The novel
follows Scottish immigrants Angus McCaskill and Rob Barclay as they depart Greenock,
Scotland, for Montana, guided by Crofutt’s Trans-Atlantic Emigrants’ Guide, purchased for “24
American cents”.”?® This guide, emblematic of the machinery of settler colonial promotion,
describes the West as “unexplored and unknown to the white race,” systematically erasing
Indigenous presence and legitimizing settler claims.”*°

The legacy of the Highland Clearances drives the migration of Scottish settlers, the
crofting crisis, and the promise of land and autonomy in the American West.”! Yet, as Wolfe and
Veracini argue, settler colonialism is not a singular event but an ongoing structure, maintained
through legal, cultural, and narrative means.”*? The paradox of immigrant complicity is stark:
Scottish immigrants, themselves displaced and marginalized, become agents of Indigenous
dispossession upon arrival, participating in the transformation of Blackfeet territory into settler

property.”**Jodi Byrd’s concept of the “cacophony of colonialism” is particularly illuminating

here: “That cacophony of competing struggles for hegemony within and outside institutions of

2 Doig Dancing at the Rascal Fair, 3.

30 Doig Dancing at the Rascal Fair, 3; Wolfe "Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the
Native,", 388

3UKollin A History of Western American Literature.
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Colonialism.
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power... serves to misdirect and cloud attention from the underlying structures of settler
colonialism that made the United States possible as oppressor in the first place”.”** In Doig’s
novel, the Blackfeet are largely absent, appearing only as a distant presence on a reservation “on
the other side of the hill,” histories and ongoing realities relegated to the margins.’”*® This
narrative of silence could be seen to enact what Vizenor calls the “simulation of absence and
dominance,” naturalizing settler claims and facilitating the erasure of Indigenous presence.’®

Rob Nixon’s concept of “slow violence,” defined as the gradual, often invisible
environmental and social harm that accumulates over time, is relevant to Doig’s depiction of
homesteading and agricultural transformation, which foregrounds settler hardship while
occluding the violence inflicted upon Indigenous communities and the land itself.”*’ Deloria’s
critique of settler epistemology further underscores the limitations of the settler pastoral, which
abstracts land from its Indigenous histories and spiritual meanings.”*® Yet it is important to
understand the reality of the settler experience, which is essential to settler colonialism, at first
prioritized by colonial power for Indigenous removal and then marginalized as a rural casualty.
Limiting the settler experience to victim or villain in the ongoing systems of colonial imperialism
continues to blame the tools of settler colonialism and not those who wield them. At the same

time, the settler’s refusal to see themself as a cog in the system, and lack of recognition of the

Indigenous presence in the ongoing system of attempted erasure and displacement, leads to a

34 Byrd The Transit of Empire, 8
733 Doig Dancing at the Rascal Fair.
736 Vizenor Manifest Manners.

737 Nixon 2011
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harmful complacency which can become bias and supremacy; this ultimately supports a system
built from this bias to perpetuate ignorance and violence further.

Doig’s depiction of the immigrant settler experience reflects a silence worth listening to.
Whether that silence truly resonated in the years that Rob and Angus settled in the Two Medicine
Valley is not known. What is known is that Doig was a rigorous historian, and the absence of
Indigenous experience reverberated through recorded histories. Doig’s determination to dispel
the myths of the American West, coupled with his aim to leave the telling of Indigenous
experience to those whose experiences they were, brings his texts together as a cacophony of
experiences, deepening the understanding of the past and, in doing so, deepening the empathy of
the reader to see through simple binaries of “over there” versus “over here”. Hence, these border
regions, contact zones, and liminal spaces complicate and elaborate our vision of a singular past
as a mission of compassion, empathy, and humility, while also opening to Indigenous

epistemologies and rhetorical sovereignty as ongoing experiences of Indigenous realities.

Survivance, Spatial Storying, and Rhetorical Sovereignty Across
the Timeline

Taken together, The Lost Journals of Sacajewea, Fools Crow, and Dancing at the Rascal
Fair create a polyphonic, ethically stratified literary landscape— a “cacophony,” in Byrd’s sense,
where Indigenous and settler voices compete, collide, and negotiate meaning in the Two
Medicine borderlands. Earling and Welch, in particular, enact Vizenor’s survivance and
Goeman’s spatial storying as parallel, intergenerational acts of anticolonial resistance. Earling’s
poetic fragmentation, hybridized dialect, and strike marks, and Welch’s oral storytelling, Pikuni

language, and mythic time, are not merely stylistic choices but enactments of Lyons’ rhetorical
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sovereignty, the assertion of Indigenous communicative authority, and the refusal of colonial
closure.”

Deloria’s land-based relational ontology is vividly realized in both Indigenous-authored
novels, which foreground the Two Medicine region as a living, storied homeland, in stark
contrast to the property logic and epistemic erasure of Doig’s settler narrative.”** Byrd’s critique
of borderlands theory and her concept of the transit of empire illuminate the layered, intersecting
forms of colonial violence and resistance at work in these texts. At the same time, Wolfe’s logic
of elimination provides a structural account of the ongoing attempted erasure and transform
Indigenous land.”!

Earling studied under Welch at the University of Washington and Cornell, underscoring
the intergenerational, sovereignty-centered tradition of Montana Indigenous literature.
Positioning The Lost Journals of Sacajewea as a successor to Fools Crow further solidifies this
lineage, situating both novels as foundational works in the ongoing project of reclaiming land,
voice, and futurity in the Montana borderlands.”? The friendship of Ivan Doig and James Welch
complicates the easy story of settler and Indigenous experiences as mutually exclusive and

always in conflict. It allows for a compelling discussion of how bringing settler and Indigenous

7 Lyons “Rhetorical Sovereignty*, 449-50; Goeman Mark My Words, 2-3, 46, 204; Vizenor
Manifest Manners, 5

740 Deloria God Is Red, 176

" Byrd The Transit of Empire, xix—xxi; Wolfe "Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the
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stories together can enrich the two-dimensional experience of the American West, thereby
facilitating bridge-building in borderlands mythology. Their personal and professional
friendship, supported by their wives, Carol Doig and Lois Welch, not only shaped the Montana
literary community but also influenced the authorial intentions and narrative strategies of Fools
Crow and Dancing at the Rascal Fair. Through contrasting yet dialogic approaches to the Two
Medicine region, both novels interrogate the histories of Indigenous survivance and settler
colonialism, foregrounding the complexities of place, memory, and identity in the American
West.

The chronological, ethical timeline traced by The Lost Journals of Sacajewea (1804-06),
Fools Crow (1860s—70s), and Dancing at the Rascal Fair (1880s—1910s) reveals the full arc of
settler colonialism in Montana’s Two Medicine region, from the early moments of U.S. imperial
surveillance, through military violence and dispossession, to the settler pastoral transformation of
Blackfeet homeland into Montana ranch country. Against this arc, Earling and Welch assert
Indigenous survivance, spatial storying, and rhetorical sovereignty as ongoing, living
counterforces. Doig’s novel, read through the lenses of Byrd and Wolfe, becomes an ethical
diagnostic, a document of settler colonial complexity. Together, these three novels demand an
anticolonial, sovereignty-centered reading practice that centers Indigenous epistemologies,

honors the land’s storied sovereignty, and refuses colonial closure as the only story.



251

Speculative Pedagogical Applications for Exploring Debra Magpie
Earling, James Welch, and Speculative Pedagogical Applications
for Exploring texts of Debra Magpie Earling, James Welch, and
Ivan Doig Though Borderlands Theories

Borderlands theory, as articulated by Anzaldua and expanded in educational and
Indigenous studies, conceptualizes borders not as static lines but as dynamic, socially constructed
spaces where identities, power, and knowledge are constantly negotiated.”** In Montana, this
theoretical framework is particularly valuable for several reasons. First, borderlands theory
foregrounds the lived realities of students and educators who inhabit spaces of cultural, political,
and epistemic overlap. Montana’s Indian Education for All (IEFA) initiative demonstrates that
borderlands approaches help educators recognize and value the “in-betweenness” of Indigenous
and rural students, supporting both academic achievement and cultural affirmation.”** IEFA’s
implementation has led to curricula and assessment practices that aim to validate students' hybrid
identities and experiences in Montana’s border regions.”*

Borderlands theory as a literary lens supports the development of culturally responsive
and equitable assessment practices. By acknowledging the multiplicity of student subjectivities
and the legitimacy of diverse knowledge systems, educators can design assessments that are
more inclusive and reflective of students’ lived experiences.”® Research on border pedagogy and

asset-based approaches in rural education highlights the importance of moving beyond deficit

43 Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera, 3-25.

744 Jioanna Carjuzaa, Michael Jetty, Michael Munson, and Tim Veltkamp, “Montana’s Indian
Education for All: Applying Multicultural Education Teory,” Multicultural Perspectives 12, no. 4
(2010): 192-198.

745 Carjuzaaw et. al, “Montana’s Indian Education for All,192—198.
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models and empowering students as knowledge producers within their own communities.’’
Borderlands theory has the potential to foster critical consciousness and dialogue, equipping
students and educators to navigate and challenge the power dynamics inherent in Montana’s
border regions. By situating education within the broader context of historical and ongoing
struggles over land, sovereignty, and cultural survival, borderlands-informed pedagogy
encourages a more just and inclusive educational environment.”*®

Exploring literature within the context of borderlands theory allows for the deep
investigation of authors rooted in land and land as a character. The concept of borderlands and
the development of borderland theory, with its land-based roots, have significant cultural
implications, particularly in how land and place are inextricably linked to cultural identity.’*
The field has expanded to encompass a wide range of themes, processes, and social groups
worldwide. Borders and borderlands are always significant to cultural identity, as they serve as
points of connection among different peoples, societies, cultures, and civilizations.”° This
interconnectedness highlights the importance of borderlands in understanding the political and

social dynamics of states and states/status of being. The discussion of borderlands within the

context of rural spaces, particularly in Montana, and in conjunction with literature of the

"7 Henry A. Giroux, “Border Pedagogy in the Age of Postmodernism,” Journal of Education
170, no. 3 (1988): 162—181.

748 Carjuzaa et al., “Montana’s Indian Education for All,” 210-12.

749 Pratt, “Arts of the Contact Zone,” Profession (1991): 33—40.
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American West, can offer insight and opportunities to scaffold civic dialogue and introspection
on the intersectionality of rural identity.”>!

Methodological and pedagogical debates further complicate the landscape. A central
issue is the distinction between cultural competency and cultural humility in teacher preparation
and practice. While cultural competency frameworks emphasize acquiring knowledge of other
cultures, critics argue that this approach can reinforce static, essentialized views and risk
becoming performative.’>? Cultural humility, by contrast, is advocated as a more dynamic,
reflexive stance that requires educators, especially non-Indigenous teachers in Indigenous
contexts, to engage in ongoing self-examination, recognize power imbalances, and build
reciprocal relationships with communities.”>* Authentic borderlands pedagogy, therefore,
demands more than superficial inclusion of Indigenous content; it requires a fundamental shift in
power relations, curriculum co-construction with tribal communities, and a willingness to center
Indigenous epistemologies and sovereignty.”>*

In the context of rural Montana, these critiques are especially salient. The state’s unique

educational landscape, shaped by the Indian Education for All (IEFA) mandate and the ongoing

assertion of tribal sovereignty, exposes the inadequacy of borderlands theory’s focus on cultural

51 Keating, “Speculative Realism, Visionary Pragmatism, and Poet-Shamanic Aesthetics in
Gloria Anzaldua—and Beyond,” WSQ.: Women'’s Studies Quarterly 41, no. 3/4 (2013): 51-69.
732 "Cyltural humility in teacher preparation,” as discussed in recent studies of preservice
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734 " Authentic borderlands pedagogy requires curriculum co-construction with tribal
communities and centering Indigenous epistemologies," as discussed in recent rural education
reform proposals.
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mixture and in-betweenness.”>> Recent legal cases and policy debates, such as the Yellow
Kidney et al. v. Montana Office of Public Instruction lawsuit, demonstrate that the primary
concern for many Indigenous communities is not hybridity but sovereignty and self-
determination.”® The borderlands metaphor, when applied uncritically, can obscure the
structural realities of settler colonialism, dispossession, and the power imbalances embedded in
state-tribal educational relations.”’

Alternative frameworks such as Indigenous-centered pedagogies, land-based education,
and Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) have emerged in Montana and similar rural Western
states to address these shortcomings.”® These models prioritize tribal sovereignty, community-
driven curriculum development, and the reclamation of Indigenous knowledge systems, moving
beyond the limitations of borderlands theory and hybridity.”*® They call for a rigorous
engagement with material conditions, structural inequalities, and the specific histories of place,

power, and resistance that shape educational experiences in rural Montana.”®
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While borderlands theory offers important tools for exploring the intersectionality of
experience, its limitations in rural Montana education underscore the need for more nuanced,
place-based, and justice-oriented approaches in addition to, and in conjunction with. Addressing
the problems of borderlands theory requires centering Indigenous sovereignty, confronting anti-
Blackness, and engaging with the material realities that structure who can and cannot
successfully navigate the borderlands of rural education.”®!

Yet discussions in the intersections of Borderland Theory alongside analysis of regional
rural literature, with its focus on zones of interaction, hybridity, and contestation, offer a lens for
analyzing regional identity and experience, especially in rural contexts where physical, cultural,
and symbolic borders are deeply felt. Traditional views often cast rural regions as static,
homogenous, or peripheral. Borderland theory can challenge this by conceptualizing rural
spaces, especially those near national, reservation, or cultural borders as dynamic sites of
negotiation, transformation, and hybridity.”®* This reframing allows for the recognition of rural

regions as "zones of interaction" where diverse cultures, languages, and identities meet and

intermingle.”®® Analyzing how rural communities are shaped by both local traditions and cross-
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border influences, rather than being isolated or monolithic, can enrich engagement and
understanding in rural communities and classrooms.’%*

Borderland theory foregrounds the creation of hybrid identities: individuals and
communities who navigate multiple cultural, ethnic, or national affiliations. In rural literature,
this is seen in characters with mixed heritage or allegiances who embody the complexities of
living at the margins of multiple worlds.”®> We need narratives that challenge binary or
essentialist notions of identity, instead depicting identity as fluid, negotiated, and context-
dependent.”® That kind of analysis of rural literature moves beyond stereotypes of rural
homogeneity, instead exploring the nuanced, layered identities that emerge in borderland
contexts.”®’

Borderland theory emphasizes the sense of otherness and marginality experienced by
communities living at or near borders. In rural regional literature, this manifests as narratives of

exclusion, resilience, and self-reliance, where rural borderland residents carve out spaces of

autonomy and meaning at the margins of dominant cultures.”®® Regional literature can be

%4Sobeida Velazquez, "Borderland Voices: Exploring the Educational Journey of
Transfronterizx Students, Families, and Educators for Enhanced Engagement and
Empowerment" (PhD diss., Unievrsity of San Diego, 2024),
https://digital.sandiego.edu/dissertations/1032

765 Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera.

766 Wolfgang Kraus. "The Narrative Negotiation of Identity and Belonging. Narrative Inquiry,*
Narrative Inquiry, no. 1 (2006: 16. 103-111. DOI: 10.1075/ni.16.1.14kra.

767 Gary Reger "Ethnic Identities, Borderlands, and Hybridity*. in 4 Companion to Ethnicity in
the Ancient Mediterranean, ed. Jeremy Mclnerney, (Wiley, 2014).

768 Surabhi, Baclachander, "Rewriting rural america: Race, environment, and identity, 1920-
2020, (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 2024),
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/handle/2027.42/194729.



257
analyzed for its articulation of rural marginality, not as a deficit but as a source of distinct
identity, agency, and, at times, resistance to mainstream narratives.’®’

Despite well-founded critiques, Borderlands Theory remains a valuable and relevant
framework for educational practice in rural Montana, particularly when applied with critical
reflexivity and in partnership with Indigenous and intersectional approaches. At its core,
Borderlands Theory, rooted in the concept of nepantla, offers powerful tools for understanding
and supporting the complex identity negotiations that characterize rural, multicultural
classrooms.

Empirical research demonstrates that, when thoughtfully adapted, borderlands pedagogy
can affirm the lived realities of students who navigate multiple cultural worlds. Lizarraga and
Gutiérrez (2018) show that centering nepantla literacies enables rural youth to leverage their
hybrid identities as resources for learning, particularly in environments where cultural and
linguistic boundaries are fluid.”’® Similarly, Prieto and Villenas (2012) document how dialogic
and testimonio-based pedagogies in teacher education classrooms enable participants to examine
identity, confront power structures, and build bridges across difference—an approach especially
relevant in rural contexts where students and educators often traverse multiple cultural worlds.””!
Speculatively, the productive intersections between Borderlands Theory and Indigenous

educational frameworks for Montana’s Indian Education for All (IEFA) offer promising avenues

7bid.
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for bridging gaps in understanding within liminal educational spaces.”’> While IEFA centers
tribal sovereignty, self-determination, and the integration of Indigenous knowledge systems into
K-12 curricula, Borderlands Theory through the critique of Indigenous epistemology
supplements these frameworks by illuminating the ongoing negotiation of cultural, linguistic,
and epistemic borders,””*particularly in rural and multicultural Scholars such as Keating and Rita
E. Urquijo-Ruiz have demonstrated how borderlands concepts foster critical self-reflection and
transformation, supporting both Indigenous and non-Indigenous students as they navigate
complex identities and social realities.””*

In practice, Montana educators can combine these approaches through place-based and
land-based education models that honor local Indigenous knowledge, curriculum co-construction
with tribal communities, and professional development that encourages both critical reflexivity
and authentic partnerships. Such synergy not only deepens understandings of identity and

belonging but also supports the creation of educational environments where all students can

thrive as they negotiate the complexities of contemporary 7’
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Contemporary borderlands scholarship has increasingly responded to intersectional
critiques by moving beyond abstract notions of hybridity and instead centering the material,
historical, and political realities of rural and Indigenous communities. Scholars such as Emma
Pérez and Sonia Saldivar-Hull have argued for a decolonial and feminist approach to borderlands
theory, emphasizing the need to ground pedagogy in local contexts and cautioning against the
appropriation of Indigenous experiences without genuine collaboration or attention to structural
barriers in education.””®

These critiques have led to adaptations of borderlands frameworks that foreground the
lived realities of rural places like Montana, where settler-colonial histories and ongoing
inequities shape educational opportunities. When critically and collaboratively applied,
borderlands theory remains a generative framework for rural Montana education, offering
valuable insights into intersectionality, complex identity formation, and intercultural

understanding, while also complementing Indigenous-centered educational practices such as

Tribal Critical Race Theory and culturally sustaining pedagogy.”’’Combining literary criticism
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with borderlands theory provides a powerful interdisciplinary approach to understanding
Montana’s complex cultural landscapes; for example, synthesizing the nonfiction works of James
Welch and Ivan Doig illuminates the negotiation of identity and belonging in Montana’s
borderlands and models how literature can foster civic dialogue and empathy across diverse
communities.’”®

Combining literary criticism with borderlands theory can offer a powerful,
interdisciplinary approach to understanding rural Montana’s complex cultural landscapes.
Synthesizing the nonfiction works of Earling, Welch, and Doig not only illuminates the
negotiation of identity and belonging in Montana’s borderlands but also models how literature
can foster civic dialogue and empathy across diverse communities. The convergence of literary
criticism and borderlands theory provides a robust methodological framework for analyzing the
lived realities of rural Montana, a region defined by overlapping geographical, cultural, and
historical borders. In literary studies, this framework has been adapted to examine how texts
represent hybridity, in-betweenness (nepantla), and the creative tensions of borderland existence,
especially in regions like Montana, where international, tribal, and rural-urban boundaries
intersect.’”

Literary criticism, when combined with borderlands theory, enables a nuanced reading of
texts that foregrounds both the specificity of place and the fluidity of identity. This approach is

particularly valuable in rural Montana, where negotiating cultural, historical, and social borders
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is a defining feature of everyday life.”*" By employing close reading, contextual analysis, and
theoretical interpretation, it’s possible to help investigate how literature both reflects and shapes
the experiences of Montana residents, offering new avenues for empathy and civic

engagement.’8!

Literary Criticism and Borderlands Theory: A Framework for
Rural Montana

A comparative literary analysis of Welch and Doig’s fiction, grounded in borderlands
theory, reveals both the commonalities and differences in their representations of rural Montana.
Methodological frameworks in Indigenous literary studies and comparative literature emphasize
ethical engagement, relational reading, and the recognition of distinct cultural epistemologies.”®>
By juxtaposing Welch’s Indigenous-centered narratives with Doig’s settler perspectives, scholars
can illuminate the layered realities of Montana’s borderlands from more dynamic perspectives.’®?

This dialogic approach has the potential to enrich literary scholarship and to model the
kind of civic dialogue necessary for understanding and addressing the challenges facing rural

Montana. As recent research in public humanities and rural sociology affirms, literature’s

capacity to foster empathy and cross-cultural understanding is especially vital in communities
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marked by historical trauma, social division, and contested belonging.”®* Through collective
interpretation and discussion of texts like Killing Custer and This House of Sky, Montana
residents can build bridges across differences, cultivate mutual respect, and engage in
collaborative problem-solving.”®®

Practical frameworks from community literacy and civic engagement studies suggest that
dialogic reading, collaborative discussion, and critical reflection on literary texts can translate
into greater social awareness and civic responsibility.”¢ In this way, the study of Montana’s
literary borderlands becomes not only an academic exercise but also a means of strengthening
community ties and promoting a more inclusive and empathetic rural society.’®” This
interdisciplinary approach illuminates the negotiation of identity, belonging, and power in
Montana’s borderlands while also modeling the civic dialogue and empathy necessary to build a
more just and inclusive community. By engaging with the complexities of Montana’s literary
landscape, scholars, educators, and residents alike can participate in the ongoing project of
reimagining the state’s past, present, and future.

Montana’s borderlands, in both literal and metaphorical form, create the backdrop for the
nonfiction of James Welch and Ivan Doig, whose works probe the intricate interplay of history,

identity, and belonging. Welch brings to the fore the ongoing negotiation of Native identity amid

78 Pat Dolan,“Social support, empathy, social capital and civic engagement,” Education,
Citizenship, and Social Justice 17, no. 3 (2022): 255-267.

785 Nicole Mirra, Educating for Empathy: Literacy Learning and Civic Engagement, (New York:
Teachers College Press, 2020).

786 Mirra, Educating for Empathy; Carjuzaa et al., “Montana’s Indian Education for All,” 2010 --
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787 Egan, “Hope and Dread in Montana Literature,” Montana: The Magazine of Western History
70, no. 2 (2020): 3—17.
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the legacies of colonialism, reservation boundaries, and the struggle for sovereignty. In Killing
Custer, for example, Welch challenges dominant historical narratives by centering Indigenous
voices and experiences, inviting readers to reconsider whose stories are preserved and whose are
marginalized in the public record.”®

The integration of literary criticism and borderlands theory in the analysis of Welch and
Doig’s fiction demonstrates the potential of literature to catalyze empathy and civic engagement.
By inviting readers to inhabit multiple perspectives and to grapple with the complexities of
identity, history, and place, these works foster the moral and civic virtues necessary for
participatory democracy in rural Montana.’®’

Doig, by contrast, offers a working-class, non-Indigenous perspective rooted in the
landscapes and communities of rural Montana. In memoirs such as This House of Sky, he reflects
on the formation of self through family, labor, and engagement with the land, highlighting the
search for belonging in a region marked by both isolation and community.”®® Doig’s prose

attempts to dispel myths of the West, instead portraying the fragility, resilience, and

contentiousness of rural life.”! His detailed evocation of Montana’s landscape underscores the

88 Welch, Killing Custer: The Battle of the Little Bighorn and the Fate of the Plains Indians
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1994), 12—15; Daniel Duane, “A Native Version of Bury My Heart
at Wounded Knee,” Western American Literature 30, no. 2 (1995): 189-191.

78 Denham, “Empathy & Literature” ; Mirra, Educating for Empathy .

"0 Ivan Doig, This House of Sky: Landscapes of a Western Mind (New York: Harcourt, 1978),
5-10; Nathaniel Lewis Cook, “The Lariat Proletariat: Ivan Doig and the Working-Class West,”
Western American Literature 45, no. 3 (2010): 287-308.

' William Wyckoff, “Place-defining Literature: Ivan Doig’s Montana,” Geographical Review
91, no. 1-2 (2001): 41-56.
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formative power of place, while his focus on intergenerational relationships and community
resilience speaks to the enduring importance of family and collective memory.’??

Memory—personal, familial, and collective—emerges as a central theme in both authors’
works. Welch interrogates the relativity of historical memory, contrasting Indigenous oral
histories with Euro-American narratives and advocating for the reclamation of history from the
perspective of the colonized.”? Doig, meanwhile, uses family stories and regional lore to
reconstruct Montana’s past, blending memoir and history to highlight the enduring power of
storytelling in rural life.”* In both cases, memory is not merely a theme but a dynamic force that
connects individuals to their communities and landscapes.

Cultural negotiation and liminality are also prominent motifs. Welch’s nonfiction blends
oral and written traditions, Indigenous and Western epistemologies, and personal and collective
memory.”*> His work challenges binary oppositions and asserts the legitimacy of Indigenous
knowledge systems. Doig’s memoirs, while rooted in non-Indigenous experience, also reflect
liminality occupying the space between mythic frontier narratives and the realities of working-
class rural life.””® Both authors, in their own ways, navigate the boundaries of tradition and
change, individual and community, and memory and history, aligning with borderlands theory’s

emphasis on in-betweenness and ongoing identity formation.”’

2 Doig, This House of Sky, 5-10.

793 Welch, Killing Custer, 12—15.

794 Cook, “The Lariat Proletariat,” 287—308.

5 Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano, “The Multiple Subject in Chicana Feminist Poetry,” Cultural
Critique 13 (1989): 63-87.

79 Cook, “The Lariat Proletariat,” 287—308.
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Resistance and reclamation are particularly salient in Earling and Welch’s work, which is
explicitly concerned with challenging colonial narratives and reclaiming Indigenous voice and
agency.””® Doig, by dignifying the experiences of ordinary people and resisting romanticized
myths, also participates in a form of resistance, offering a more honest and inclusive vision of
Montana’s past and present.””® Through their nuanced portrayals of place, identity, and history,
both authors foster empathy and invite readers to inhabit perspectives different from their own,
modeling the potential of literature to bridge divides and deepen communal bonds.5%

The fiction works of James Welch and Ivan Doig offer concrete illustrations of
borderlands theory, particularly in their treatment of liminality, memory, and the negotiation of
identity at cultural and historical margins. Welch writes, “The Indian accounts, often dismissed
as unreliable or exaggerated, provide a crucial counter-narrative to the official versions,
revealing a different set of motivations, strategies, and outcomes,” directly challenging the
authority of settler histories and foregrounding Indigenous epistemologies.®! This passage not
only asserts the legitimacy of Indigenous memory but also dramatizes the borderlands as a site of

contestation and negotiation between conflicting worldviews. Welch’s narrative strategy,

blending oral tradition, personal reflection, and historical analysis, enacts the hybridity and

7% Carjuzza et al., Mike Jetty, Michael Munson and Teresa Veltkamp, “Montana’s Indian
Education for All: Applying multicultural education theory,” Multicultural Perspectives 12, no. 4
(2010): 192-198.

79 Egan, “Hope and Dread in Montana Literature,” Montana: The Magazine of Western History
70, no. 2 (2020): 3—17.

890Denham, “Empathy & Literature,” ; Nicole Mirra, “Educating for Empathy: Literacy Learning
and Civic Engagement,” Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy 64, no. 1 (2020): 11-19.
801'Welch, Killing Custer: The Battle of the Little Bighorn and the Fate of the Plains Indians
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1994), 125; Will Karkavelas, “Review of Welch, James; Paul
Stekler, ”Killing Custer: The Battle of the Little Big Horn and the Fate of the Plains Indians,” H-
USA, H-Net Reviews, April 1997.
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multiplicity that Anzaldua and José David Saldivar identify as hallmarks of borderlands
consciousness. "

Welch critically examines how the Little Bighorn battlefield has been transformed into a
tourist destination, raising questions about whose history is being commemorated. Welch
examines the common narrative of the Custer myth, writing: “The battlefield is now a tourist
attraction, complete with a visitor center, gift shop, and guided tours. But what story is being
told? Whose version of history is being preserved and whose is being erased?**take one
sentence to connect this quote to your larger point.

Reflecting on his dual role as a Native American and a writer, Welch notes: “As a
Blackfeet and Gros Ventre, I felt a personal connection to this story. But as a writer, I also felt a
responsibility to tell it accurately, to bridge the gap between Indian oral tradition and written
history.”8%* This self-awareness exemplifies the hybrid consciousness of borderland intellectuals,
who must navigate and translate between different cultural and epistemic systems.

Welch’s engagement with borderlands theory extends beyond Killing Custer into his
broader corpus. Though a novel, The Death of Jim Loney draws on autobiographical and
historical realities to depict a protagonist “caught between two worlds,” whose mixed Blackfeet

and white heritage leaves him “neither here nor there.”*"> Loney’s sense of isolation and cultural

dislocation, haunted by memories and dreams he “cannot penetrate,” exemplifies the psychic toll

892 Welch, Killing Custer, 125; Karkavelas, “Review of Welch, James; , Stekler Killing Custer:
803 Welch with Paul Stekler, Killing Custer: The Battle of the Little Bighorn and the Fate of the
Plains Indians (New York: W. W. Norton, 1994), 301.

894 Ibid., 12.

895 Welch, The Death of Jim Loney, (London: Penguin Classics, 2008).
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of living in nepantla, where identity is continually negotiated and never fully resolved.®*® This
persistent in-betweenness, as critics have noted, dramatizes the complexities of borderland
existence and the ongoing struggle for belonging.*"” Welch’s technique of “textualizing orality,”
integrating oral tradition and dream logic into his narrative, serves as a form of cultural
resistance, allowing Indigenous voices and histories to persist within and against dominant settler
narratives. 5%

Ivan Doig’s nonfiction, particularly Winter Brothers: A Season at the Edge of America,
provides a distinct but complementary approach to borderlands theory. Doig’s “double-voiced”
narrative structure, juxtaposing his own journal with the diaries of James G. Swan, a nineteenth-
century settler, enacts a literal and figurative borderland, traversing both temporal and
geographic boundaries.®” Doig writes, “Swan stands to me now as something of a template, an
outlining human gauge... [He] literally is a being of our continental edge, rimwalking its
landscape and native cultures,” foregrounding the liminality and hybridity central to borderlands

theory.3!? This passage highlights Doig’s awareness of the porousness of settler/Native

boundaries and the complexities of cross-cultural encounters. His reflections on Swan’s

806 Ibid.

897 Ibid.; Jessice Elbert Decker and Dylan Winchock, ed., Borderlands and Liminal Subjects:
Transgressing the Limits in Philosophy and Literature, (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017).

808 Tea Bartulovic and Sanja Runtic, *“ Native American Fiction as a ‘Contact Zone’:
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89 Doig, Winter Brothers: A Season at the Edge of America (New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1980), as cited in Thomas Pughe, “Rewriting the West (again): Ivan Doig’s Winter
Brothers. A Season at the Edge of America,” Presses universities Frangois-Rabelais (2007)

810 Doig, Winter Brothers, as cited in Pughe, “Rewriting the West (again),”
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interactions with Indigenous communities, particularly the Makah and Haida, underscore the
fraught ethics of cultural negotiation and the ongoing impacts of colonialism.®!!

Memory, for Doig, is not merely recollection but an act of cultural negotiation and
reclamation. In Winter Brothers, he describes his project as “about finding a place to invest one’s
life,” suggesting that the act of remembering is inseparable from the ongoing work of place-
making and identity formation.®!* This theme is echoed in This House of Sky: Landscapes of a
Western Mind, where Doig’s prose vividly evokes the formative power of place and the search
for belonging in a region marked by both isolation and community. Doig’s attention to the “lariat
proletariat, the working-class point of view,” and his resistance to the romanticized “cowboy
myth,” further ground his borderlands explorations in the lived realities of those who inhabit the
margins of the American West.?!?

Welch’s blending of oral and written histories, his focus on the politics of memory, and
his critical interrogation of both settler and Indigenous narratives position his nonfiction as a
foundational example of borderlands literature.®'* Doig’s double-voiced narratives, which focus

on working-class experience and sustain meditation on place and memory, enact the very

processes of negotiation, hybridity, and identity formation that define borderlands theory.®!
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Together, their works illuminate the complexities of identity, belonging, and resistance in the

contested spaces of the American West.

Application of Borderlands Pedagogy

Borderlands pedagogy, as theorized by Gloria Anzaldua, José David Saldivar, and other
contemporary educational scholars, provides a transformative framework for teaching the
intersectionality of experience, particularly in regions like Montana, where cultural, historical,
and epistemic borders are deeply felt. Central to this approach are the concepts discussed above
of nepantla (the in-between space), conocimiento (transformative, embodied knowledge), and
mestiza consciousness (a plural, intersectional identity), all of which can be directly applied to
the study of Debra Magpie Earling, James Welch, and Ivan Doig’s fiction to illuminate the
complexities of identity, memory, and belonging in the American West.*!¢ In the Montana
context, these pedagogical strategies align with the state’s Indian Education for All (IEFA)
mandate, which requires integrating Indigenous perspectives across curricula, and respond to the
unique challenges and opportunities of rural, multicultural classrooms.®!’

A foundational principle of Borderlands pedagogy is the cultivation of nepantla as both a
conceptual and performative space in the classroom. In practice, this means designing classroom
activities that invite students to inhabit and reflect on the “borderlands” between Indigenous and

settler histories, oral and written traditions, and personal and collective memory as represented in

816 Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books,
1999), 99—-113; Jos¢ David Saldivar, Border Matters: Remapping American Cultural Studies
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 13—15; “Teaching Gloria E. Anzaldta:
Pedagogy and Practice for Our Classrooms and Communities,” ed. Margaret Canti-Sanchez et
al. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2020), 1-12.

817 Montana Office of Public Instruction, “Indian Education for All.”
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regional works. For example, students might engage in comparative textual analysis, journaling,
or creative writing exercises that require them to articulate their own experiences of in-
betweenness or to re-narrate a scene from Killing Custer or This House of Sky from a different
cultural perspective.®®

Educators can facilitate conocimiento by encouraging students to interrogate dominant
historical narratives and to recognize the partiality and positionality of all knowledge. In the
context of Welch and Doig, or Earling and Welch, or Earling and Doig, this might involve
critical discussions of how each author constructs memory and identity, the silences and erasures
in their texts, and how their narratives both challenge and reproduce borderland hierarchies.
Assignments could include oral history projects, collaborative mapping of Montana’s cultural
geographies, or dialogic seminars where students share and analyze their own family or
community stories in relation to the texts.®!

In classroom practice, fostering mestiza consciousness means creating a learning
environment that values pluralism, encourages code-switching, and legitimizes non-dominant
forms of knowledge and expression. Teachers might, for instance, invite students to explore the

intersections of race, class, gender, and place in Earling, Welch, and Doig narratives, or to reflect

on their own experiences of navigating cultural boundaries in Montana. Group projects could

818 Alexander Stehn “Teaching Gloria E. Anzaldta: Pedagogy and Practice for Our Classrooms
and Communities,” 45—67; Greg Hirst, “Lesson Plan: James Welch’s ‘Christmas Comes to
Moccasin Flat’ and The Death of Jim Loney,” Annenberg Learner URL!

819 Stehn “Teaching Gloria E. Anzaldda:,” 89—102; Margaret Cantu-Sanchez “Bridging
American and Mexican Cultures and Reinforcing Chicana/o Identity in the Nepantla Classroom,”
El Mundo Zurdo: International Conference on the Life and Works of Gloria Anzaldta 2016.
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focus on collaborative storytelling, where students co-create narratives that weave together
diverse perspectives, mirroring the hybrid forms found in borderlands literature.??°

Practical strategies for implementing Borderlands pedagogy with Earling, Welch, and
Doig include experiential place-based learning walks to local sites referenced in their works,
storytelling and autohistoria-teoria workshops, oral history and community interview projects,
and critical reading circles with intersectional lenses.®?! For example, students might visit
reservation borderlands or rural communities, keep reflective journals, and create multimedia
projects connecting their observations to themes of liminality and negotiation in the texts.
Storytelling workshops can encourage students to craft personal narratives exploring their own
“borderlands,” while oral history projects honor Indigenous pedagogical traditions and position
students as co-creators of knowledge.®??

Assessment in Borderlands and intersectionality pedagogy should be authentic, culturally
responsive, and capable of capturing the development of critical consciousness. Recommended
methods include portfolio assessment, reflective writing, and community-based evaluation, all of
which allow students to document their evolving understanding of intersectionality and

borderlands concepts through a range of artifacts, essays, creative writing, research projects, and

820 Stehn “Teaching Gloria E. Anzaldua,” 112—115; Christen Sperry Garcia, “Nepantlando: From
borderlands foods to classroom acts of Nepantla,” Journal of Curriculum and Pedagogy, 19, no.
1, (2022): 5-7.
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self-assessments.®?* These approaches align with Montana’s IEFA framework and support the
development of metacognitive skills, ongoing dialogue, and the validation of diverse identities
and experiences within assessment processes.**

Applying Borderlands pedagogy to the teaching of Debra Magpie Earling, James Welch,
and Ivan Doig in Montana involves creating classroom spaces that honor liminality, foster
critical and embodied knowledge, and cultivate plural, intersectional identities. By centering
nepantla, conocimiento, and mestiza consciousness in curriculum and pedagogy, and by

leveraging Montana’s IEFA resources and place-based opportunities,’?

educators can help
students navigate and transform the complex borderlands of history, identity, and belonging in
the American West.%¢

Montana educators are well aware of the multiple efforts and discussions on

implementing IEFA and the need for connection and understanding in a polarized world, region,

and culture. The narrative has been set, and the canon exists to perpetuate polarizing discourses

823 « Assessment Methods for Student Learning in Borderlands and Intersectionality Pedagogy,”
research report above; John Zubizarreta The Learning Portfolio: Reflective Practice for
Improving Student Learning,(Seattle: University of Washington Press, (2004).

824 Montana Office of Public Instruction, “IEFA Implementation Resources”

825 Jioanna Carjuzaa, “The Positive Impact of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy: Montana’s
Indian Education for All,” International Journal of Multicultural Education 14, no. 3 (2012).
826 “Teaching Gloria E. Anzaldtia,” 130—135; “Montana’s Educational Landscape and Its
Relevance to Borderlands Pedagogy and Intersectionality,”**Despite the absence of this
particular report, there is a substantial body of related scholarship and institutional
documentation that addresses the intersection of Montana’s educational landscape, borderlands
pedagogy, and intersectionality. The Montana Office of Public Instruction’s “Indian Education
for All” (IEFA) initiative is a cornerstone policy that mandates the integration of Indigenous
perspectives and histories into all public school curricula, with a strong emphasis on educational
equity and belonging for Native American students. Academic works and institutional resources
discuss the challenges and opportunities of implementing intersectional and borderlands
frameworks in Montana’s rural and reservation schools, often highlighting the negotiation of
cultural, historical, and epistemic borders in classroom practice.
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and neglect difficult, critical discussions around identity and experience. The excuse that
“students aren’t ready” and “I don’t feel comfortable talking about Indigenous experiences
because it is not mine,” are, at first, a thoughtful reflection because of the fear of
misappropriation and appropriation. And yes, there is a risk, but not when we allow ourselves to
be the listeners instead of the talkers, the learners and facilitators instead of the traditional all-

kIlOWiIlg teachers who seek to fill our students like vessels rather than

actualized human beings with experiences and
stories to share. Continuing to explore opportunities for civic dialogue and shared experience is
critical to the future of public education and, in turn, to the future of our democracy.

The Montana borderlands are a site of profound historical entanglement, where
Indigenous nations and settler communities have negotiated, contested, and adapted to shifting
boundaries, laws, and cultural landscapes. To do justice to this complexity, this dissertation
adopts a comparative, anticolonial framework that recognizes the specificity and value of both
settler and Indigenous experiences while refusing to privilege settler narratives or erase the
structures of colonial power that shape them.

Vine Deloria Jr. cautions that comparative frameworks must not universalize borderlands
as mere sites of hybridity or liminality, as such models risk erasing the legal, territorial, and
political specificity of Indigenous nations. He insists that “American Indians hold their land’s
places as having the highest possible meaning, and all their statements are made with this

reference point in mind.”®?” This foregrounds the centrality of land, treaty rights, and sovereignty

in Indigenous realities. Jodi Byrd similarly critiques the tendency of borderlands and

827 Deloria Jr., God Is Red: A Native View of Religion (Golden, CO: Fulcrum Publishing, 2003),
61.
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postcolonial theory to universalize liminality, arguing that such approaches often “haunt” both
Indigenous and settler subjects with the specters of unresolved colonial violence, and must be
replaced by frameworks that foreground Indigenous sovereignty and the ongoing realities of
colonialism.3?®

Scott Richard Lyons’s concept of “rhetorical sovereignty” provides a crucial ethical
guideline. While settler narratives can and should be valued for their historical and cultural
significance, they must not be allowed to overwrite or appropriate Indigenous voices. Lyons
emphasizes that “land, culture, and community are inseparable in Indian country,” and that
ethical comparison requires centering Indigenous agency and respecting the specificity of
Indigenous nations.®*” Gerald Vizenor’s theory of “survivance” further encourages readings that
recognize Indigenous adaptation, irony, and transformation, while also acknowledging the

ongoing impacts of settler colonialism.®*°

Valuing Settler Identities and Experiences.

Recent scholarship on Montana’s borderlands and Western American literature
demonstrates that settler experiences are marked by real hardship, dislocation, and adaptation.
Works by authors such as Patricia Limerick foreground the liminal status of European

immigrants, who, while displaced and marginalized, also became agents of colonial expansion

828 Byrd, The Transit of Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 2011), 1-2, 17-18.

829 Lyons, “Rhetorical Sovereignty: What Do American Indians Want from Writing?”” College
Composition and Communication 51, no. 3 (2000): 463.

830 Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivaauthorityauthority. Critical.
Criticalnce (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), 5.
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and complicity.®*! Ivan Doig’s Dancing at the Rascal Fair is exemplary in this regard, offering a
nuanced portrayal of Scottish immigrant adaptation, rural hardship, and the forging of new
communal identities in the Two Medicine Country.53?

Scholars such as William Kittredge have argued that Doig’s narrative complicates the
myth of the “open West” by foregrounding the environmental and social challenges settlers
faced, while also noting the absence or marginalization of Indigenous dispossession in these
narratives.®? Kittredge, in particular, calls for a comparative, ethically attuned reading of
Montana literature that values both settler and Indigenous experiences, and that recognizes the
ongoing contestation over land, memory, and narrative authority.*** Critical settler studies
scholars have advanced frameworks for valuing settler complexity without reproducing settler
innocence or recentering settler perspectives.®** These critiques emphasize the importance of
intersectional and comparative analysis, urging scholars to recognize both the suffering and

agency of settlers and the enduring realities of Indigenous dispossession. 33

81 Nelson Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West (New
York: W.W. Norton, 1987).
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Comparative Models: Reading Across Colonial Difference

Ethical comparative reading requires frameworks that “read across” rather than “read
over” colonial difference. Lisa Brooks’s relational mapping, as articulated in The Common Pot,
models an approach that foregrounds Indigenous geographies, kinship networks, and narrative
sovereignty, demonstrating how settler and Indigenous texts can be placed in dialogue without
collapsing their differences or reinscribing colonial hierarchy.®” Philip Deloria’s Playing Indian
exposes the ways settler narratives often depend on the erasure or simulation of Native presence,
calling for comparative readings that are attentive to these dynamics and that resist the
reproduction of colonial experience.®®

Application to Montana’s Borderlands: Intersections and
Divergences.

By situating Dancing at the Rascal Fair alongside Indigenous-centered texts such as
James Welch’s Fools Crow and Debra Magpie Earling’s The Lost Journals of Sacajewea, the
dissertation explores both the intersections and divergences of settler and Indigenous experiences
in Montana’s border regions. Doig’s protagonists negotiate displacement, adaptation, and the
forging of new identities, while Welch and Earling foreground Indigenous agency, survivance,
and the ongoing struggle for land and sovereignty.3%

Ryan Hall’s Beneath the Backbone of the World provides a model for such comparative

work, demonstrating that the Blackfoot were not passive inhabitants of a hybrid or ambiguous

87 LeMenager, Living Qil: Petroleum Culture in the American Century (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2014), 12—-14.

838 Comer, Rural Modern: American Women Writers and the Politics of Rural America (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2010).

839Young, “Settler Colonial Studies and Western American Literature,” Western American
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borderland, but active agents who shaped the region’s history, enforced their own boundaries,
and negotiated with both U.S. and Canadian authorities.*** Hall’s work foregrounds the
persistence of Indigenous sovereignty and boundary-making, challenging the notion that
borderlands are inherently zones of cultural mixing or in-betweenness.?*!

In sum, this dissertation demonstrates that it is possible, and necessary, to value settler
identities and experiences within an anticolonial, ethically comparative framework, provided that
such analysis is attentive to the asymmetries of power, the specificity of Indigenous sovereignty,
and the ethical stakes of comparative reading. By drawing on the work of Deloria, Byrd, Lyons,
Vizenor, Deloria Jr., Goeman, and others, the project attempts to model best practices for reading

across colonial difference, honoring both the complexity of settler experience and the primacy of

Indigenous voice, land, and nationhood.®*

840 Brooks, The Common Pot: The Recovery of Native Space in the Northeast (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 8—10.

841 Hall, Beneath the Backbone of the World: Blackfoot People and the North American
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