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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Un-Settling Questions:

The Construction of Indigeneity and Violence Against Native Women

by

Kimberly Dawn Robertson
Doctor of Philosophy in Women’s Studies
University of California, Los Angeles, 2012
Professor Mishuana R. Goeman, Co-chair

Professor Andrea Lee Smith, Co-chair

There is growing recognition that violent crime victimization is pervasive in the lives of
Native women, impacts the sovereignty of Native nations, and destroys Native communities.
Numerous scholars, activists, and politicians have considered Congress’ findings that violent
crimes committed against Native women are more prevalent than for all other populations in the
United States. Unfortunately, however, relatively all of the attention given to this topic focuses
on reservation or near-reservation communities despite the fact that at least 60% of Native
peoples now reside in urban areas. In Un-Settling Questions: The Construction of Indigeneity

and Violence Against Native Women, 1 posit that this oversight is intimately connected to the
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ways in which urban indigeneity has been and continues to be constructed, marginalized, and
excluded by the settler state and Native peoples.

Thus, heavily informed by Native feminisms, critical ethnic studies, and indigenous
epistemologies, Un-Settling Questions addresses settler colonial framings of violence against
Native women by decentering hegemonic narratives that position “reservation Indians” as the
primary victims and perpetrators of said violence while centering an exploration of urban
indigeneity in relation to this topic. I do so not to “fill a gap in the literature” but rather to
analyze the ways in which particular Native peoples become figured as the objects of state
attention while other Native peoples become eliminated, both figuratively and literally, through
the processes of colonialism.

To accomplish this task and formulate a theoretical praxis that articulates the
intersections between marginalization, colonial spatialization, identity formation, biopolitics, and
gendered violence, I arrange my dissertation to address three primary concerns: the multifaceted
ways in which the United States has utilized a politics of location to facilitate the biopolitical
management of Native peoples, the biopolitical nature of identity construction and regulation as
it manifests in liberal legislative efforts directed at Native peoples, and indigenous employment
of settler colonialist frameworks. Lastly, I apply a Native feminist analytic to the prevalence and
conceptualization of violence against Native women in order to present the potential for such

theorizations to alter our understanding of and fight against said violence.
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INTRODUCTION
“Our voices rock the boat and perhaps the world.
They are dangerous.” — Dian Million

Violence against Native women is a problem of epidemic proportions that not only
endangers the lives of individual Native women but also erodes the sovereignty of Native nations
and impacts Native communities both on and off the reservation.1 Despite the fact that the roots
of such violence can be traced back to the earliest moments of the colonization of Native
peoples,2 only recently has the federal government acknowledged the severity of this issue. In
2005, after decades of Native anti-violence mobilization, Congress addressed the specificity of
violence against Native women for the first time with Title IX, the Safety for Indian Women
Title, of the reauthorization of the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA). Title IX presented
findings that: violent crime victimization for Native women is higher than for all other
populations in the United States; one out of every three Indian women will be raped in their
lifetimes; three out of every four Indian women will be physically assaulted; Indian women are
stalked at a rate more than double that of any other population; and during the period 1979
through 1992, homicide was the third leading cause of death of Indian females aged 15 to 34.°
Additionally, Title IX professed to clarify and honor the unique legal relationship, otherwise
known as a trust responsibility, the United States has with Native nations in regards to addressing
violence against Native women.”

Relatively little change resulted from Title IX, however, and in 2007 Amnesty
International released the scathing report Maze of Injustice: The Failure to Protect Indigenous
Women from Violence. Maze of Injustice immediately garnered global attention with its

indictment of the United States for its failure to address violence against Native women. Like



Congress’s findings before it, the Amnesty report merely reaffirmed “what Native American and
Alaska Native violence advocates have long known: that sexual violence against women from
Indian nations is at epidemic proportions and that survivors are frequently denied justice.”
Amnesty’s coverage of the issue had forceful reverberations, however, and discussions of
violence in the lives of Native women began to dominate the North American landscape as
media exposés, newspaper and journal articles, public service announcements, documentaries,
and even human billboards proliferated to address the issue. That violent crime victimization is
higher for Native women than for all other populations in the United States became almost
common knowledge, if not dinner table conversation, overnight. By the time Barack Obama
began vying for the 2008 presidential election, violence against Native women had become an
issue he simply couldn’t afford to ignore and one that he incorporated into his platform on Native
peoples through his campaign “Fighting for First Americans.” In 2010 President Obama
demonstrated his continued attention to this issue by signing the Tribal Law and Order Act
which specifically addresses violence against Native women in its attempts to reduce the
incidence of crime in Native communities.

While violence against Native women has seemingly catapulted to national importance
and captured a global audience, indigenous mobilization against said violence (primarily
galvanized by Native women who are themselves survivors) continues to be marginalized and/or
altogether ignored. While Congress, President Obama, and Amnesty International are regularly
applauded for their attention to violence against Native women, relatively little has been said
about the centuries of indigenous anti-violence advocacy that has established domestic/sexual
violence programs, tribal codes, protection order processes, shelters and spurred the national

legislation and international media frenzy that has recently manifested.



My own experiences and the histories I emerge from as an urban, mixed-blood,
Muscogee woman have not been immune to the violence I speak of but rather have been
intimately shaped by it. Thus, when I began my graduate studies at the University of California,
Los Angeles in the fall of 2006, I embarked on a journey to more officially explore that which
had, at times consciously and at other times unconsciously, (pre)occupied my experiences as far
back as I can remember. This exploration was both personal and political, academic and activist,
and centered on understanding violence against Native women as intellectually as I did
intimately. From very early on in this research, I noticed that the discourse surrounding violence
against Native women was framed in very particular and harmful ways. Most apparent, as I
briefly mentioned above, was an emphasis on any nation-state attention to the problem and a
suppression of any indigenous response to the issue. Native voices and actions were glaring in
their absence and so I became particularly concerned with unearthing and investigating
indigenous mobilization against gendered violence.

The seeds of the dissertation at hand, Un-Settling Questions: The Construction of
Indigeneity and Violence Against Native Women, began to germinate in 2007 when I attended
my first “Advocacy for Native Women Who Have Been Raped” training in Albuquerque, New
Mexico. The workshop was facilitated by anti-violence activist Elena Giacci and produced by
Sacred Circle: National Resource Center to End Violence Against Native Women. After the
training, I began conversations with Elena about how I might be able to craft a research project
that both explored questions regarding the marginalization of Native anti-violence organizing
and also served as a tool Native advocates might utilize in the struggle to eradicate violence.
Throughout my next several advocacy trainings and a series of discussions with Elena, Karen

Artichoker (then director of Sacred Circle), and Brenda Hill (then educational coordinator of



Sacred Circle), the collaborative project that would eventually become the first chapter of this
dissertation was conceived. Shortly thereafter, I set forth on a journey to document the birth and
development of the South Dakota Coalition Against Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault
(SDCADVSA) from the perspective of the Native women instrumental in its existence. I did so
in order to center the concerns and voices of Native women and decenter the mainstream,
colonialist narrative that typically frames and tells the history of such events and historical
moments.

Meanwhile, as part of my graduate work at UCLA, I was also afforded the opportunity to
take a class with playwright, director, and scholar Hanay Geiogamah. Within the first two weeks
of the course “Cultural World Views of Native America,” Geiogamah asked us to personally
locate ourselves in relation to tradition and our respective creation stories. The panic,
discomfort, and fear that rose to my throat when I stared down at my blank notepad in an attempt
to complete these exercises were all too familiar. Pre-programmed and stereotypical images of
“traditional” Natives and their corresponding experiences, behaviors, and beliefs fancy-danced
through my mind and I was immediately overcome with the self-doubt, inner turmoil and
inadequacy that often saturated me in moments like these.

How could I, I worried, an urban, mixed-blood Indian whose personal creation story
begins not with a hollow log, a mound of clay, a turtleback, or the clearing of the fog to reveal
my animal clan, but rather with the pain, terror, and violence that accompanies alcoholism, drug
addiction, sexual assault, and domestic abuse articulate any sort of understanding or relationship
to Native tradition? How could I, a rather textbook illustration of the consequences of
colonization (such as assimilation, relocation, abandonment, internalized racism, violence, and

historical trauma) express a worldview that could be called “Native” as opposed to anything



else? Granted, when I found my Muscogee grandfather living on the streets of Stockton, CA
only a summer before enrolling in Geiogamah’s course, I was looking for tradition and an
indigenous story of origin. What I encountered, however, were stories of incarceration,
homicide, sexual violence, addiction, and poverty.

It wasn't another week into Geiogamah’s course, however, before I realized that his
presentation and exploration of Native worldviews were not ones in which I was going to, once
again, feel assaulted and humiliated by static and romanticized images of Native peoples stuck in
a glorified past or a severely-policed present to which I have relatively little access. The Native
artists and cultural producers we explored in the class refused to narrate stale worldviews only
accessible to isolated groups of Indians.® Instead, their expressions of Native identities, realities,
and possibilities carved a space in which I could begin imagining a more flexible and fluid
understanding of Native identity, sovereignty, worldview, and “tradition.” A space in which
there was room for me to articulate that my experiences as a mixed-blood, urban Indian woman,
born to a poor white mother and a Muscogee father who was incarcerated, intoxicated, and
violently abusive for most of my childhood and was then “disappeared” when I was in high
school is no more or less “traditional” than the restrictive or encompassing ways in which we
conceptualize Native identity. A space in which I could finally claim, without shame or
embarrassment, that my elders, teachers, and bearers of tradition are sometimes Muscogee
relatives but are also textbooks, children's books, powwows, Native storytellers, Yuroks,
Navajos, Pawnees, Apaches, photo albums, birth certificates, enrollment cards, documentaries,
performances, and other miscellaneous fragments of information. A space in which I could
boldly assert that these are the various markers of my Native identity and serve as the

foundations of my Native understandings.



It was the fusion of the above two experiences (working with Native anti-violence
activists to illuminate Native anti-violence mobilization and interrogating that which 1 had
previously understood as Native identity) that I originally envisioned as the scope of my
dissertation work. Before long, however, my subject position as an urban Indian in Los Angeles,
the metropolitan center with the largest population of Native peoples in the United States,
coupled with the reality that the majority of Natives currently reside in urban areas’ also began to
influence the direction of my research. The further I delved into my topic, the more certain I
became that even more absent than discussions of indigenous anti-violence organizing was any
discussion of urban Indian women in relation to violence. Most of the research on the
prevalence of violence or anti-violence activism that has been conducted, documented, and/or
recognized focuses on reservation or near-reservation communities and fails to address urban
Indian women at all. I became increasingly concerned, then, with factoring an exploration of
urban Indian existence and identity into my exploration of violence, indigeneity, and
marginalization.

The challenges of this task where made exceedingly clear while I was conducting my
interviews with Native activists in South Dakota. While the knowledge imparted to me by the
women [ interviewed and trained with there was invaluable to both my research interests and the
development of my personal/political understanding of the issues surrounding violence against
Native women, it was also limited in certain respects. Granted, by centering the voices and
concerns of the Native women instrumental in the birth and growth of the SDCADVSA I was
able to glean insights from perspectives generally marginalized and trivialized. 1 learned a
significant amount about the organizational strategies Native women have employed to combat

violence in reservation-based communities, the multiplicity of challenges they have faced, the



various ways in which their stories have been stricken from the historical record, as well as their
theorizations regarding each of these occurrences, which is detailed in the first chapter of this
dissertation.

However, I also found myself hearing again and again that it’s a tragedy that urban
Indian women also face staggering rates of violence, but, ultimately, those women should return
to their respective Native nations (read: reservations) if they really want help from their
communities. Otherwise, I was instructed, they shouldn’t truly expect to seek justice “as Native
women” because the US does not have an obligation to individual Native peoples, but rather to
sovereign Native nations. If urban Indian women have “chosen” to leave their reservations or
their Nations, I was told, then they must organize against violence as “women of color,” not as
Native women per se.”

The policing of Native women’s identity implicit in these arguments astounded me. That
they were espoused by women who respected my work, trusted me with their stories, and asked
me to help document some of the most difficult work they’d done in their lives broke my heart.
For what I heard them arguing was that my “choice” to leave (or not return) to the Muscogee
Nation in Oklahoma that two generations of violent men in my family had alienated me from
made me less-deserving of protection from violence than Indian women living on the
reservation. Furthermore, such rigid and limited conceptualizations of the bodies that constitute
Native nations and their geographic locations in the U.S. immediately reminded me of the all-
consuming panic, self-doubt, and inner turmoil I had associated with articulating my own
location within the Muscogee Nation and Native communities before I had experienced
Geiogamah’s class and begun to take seriously the possibilities of rearticulating Native

experiences beyond static, ahistoricized romanticizations of an original and traditional Indian



somehow positioned outside of the colonial experience.

Informed by critical moments such as these, I began to ask myself more nuanced and
challenging questions regarding the relationship between violence, indigeneity, gender, identity,
and geopolitics. ~ As a result, my project shifted from simply illuminating previously
marginalized indigenized accounts of and responses to violence against Native women to
interrogating the politics of marginalization and elimination. That is, I began to ask how and to
what consequence the marginalization/erasure of certain voices and the privileging of others
occurs. Who/what benefits from such narrations and who/what feels the pain of them? To what
degree does space/place impact marginalization and erasure? And perhaps most significantly,
how is the marginalization and erasure of certain voices an act of violence in itself?

Thus, Un-Settling Questions is concerned with the very ways in which particular Native
subjects/voices/identities/populations have been eliminated from discussions of violence against
Native women while other subjects/voices/identities/populations have been positioned as the
focal point of these conversations. To facilitate this exploration, I position urban Indian women
at the center of my analysis. I make this move for a variety of reasons which, among others,
include: (1) my own subject position as a Muscogee woman living in Los Angeles; (2) the
significant number of Native peoples who now reside in urban areas, particularly Los Angeles;
(3) the overwhelming lack of academic/activist scholarship concerning urban Indian women; and
(4) the insights regarding the ever-shifting technologies of settler colonialism and
heteropatriarchy that I believe can be gleaned from a project of this sort. However, I do not
believe that the arguments I make in the following chapters are limited to urban Indian women
alone. They can be applied to a wide range of otherly-marked Native subjects such as those who

are not recognized by the federal government, those who identify as or have been identified as



queer, and those who have been disenrolled or denied enrollment by their respective Native
nations. Thus, I position urban Indian women at the center of my analysis in order to interrogate
and emphasize the ways in which seemingly “undesirable” and “unrecognizable” Native
populations have become simultaneously marked as enemies of the state and marginalized as
subjects existing beyond state acknowledgement. I also examine the degree to which anti-
violence mobilization (indigenous and otherwise) has come to rely on definitions of Nativeness
that are steeped in colonialist discourse and how such definitions affect and shape both the
experience of and the response to violence perpetrated against Native peoples. Likewise, |
analyze how colonial dichotomies designed to fracture Native peoples (i.e. reservation/urban,
authentic/fraudulent, full-blood/half-breed, recognized/non-recognized, etc.) have been utilized
by both the settler state and, at times, Native peoples to silence/erase certain peoples and
privilege others. Such political maneuvering, I argue, is intimately related to the ways in which
settler colonialism facilitates the discursive production of populations in order to execute control
over them. And lastly, I explore Native feminist articulations of sovereignty, tradition, Native
nationhood, and decolonization that challenge the policing and regulation of urban Indian
women in particular and Native peoples in general. 1 consider the ways in which Native
feminists have begun dismantling the colonial mappings and white supremacist,
heteropatriarchal logics that insist on fracturing Native communities in efforts to eliminate
indigeneity and I suggest we take seriously Native feminist interventions that consider the
potential that alternative conceptualizations or, perhaps more precisely, deconstructions of

indigeneity have to explode the very foundations of colonialism, power, and domination.

Setting the Stage



Before I proceed to describe the methodology and organization of Un-Settling Questions,
I would like to take a moment to outline the conversations with which this project intends to
engage. This includes, but is not limited to, discussions surrounding violence against Native

women, urban indigeneity, and the biopolitical management of Native peoples.

Violence Against Native Women

The primary field of literature from which my project both evolves and diverges is that
which theorizes the relationship between violence and Native women. Upon careful examination,
we see that such literature sometimes parallels and sometimes differs from anti-violence
intervention initiated by women of color.” This point is well-illustrated in the pioneering
textbook Sharing Our Stories of Survival: Native Women Surviving Violence wherein which
Native advocates compile years of critical interventions into the discourse and practice of anti-
violence mobilization from Native communities across the United States.'® In the preface to the
book, Jerry Gardner situates Sharing Our Stories of Survival alongside contributions to anti-
violence literature made by other marginalized women but also posits that indigenous
experiences of and approaches to violence, as well as the very existence of the book itself, arises
from the unique political, legal, and social reality that mark Native women as distinct from other
communities of color within the U.S. As a matter of fact, Sharing Our Stories of Survival was
produced with the support of Title IX funding which, as I mentioned previously, was purportedly
established to honor the aforementioned “trust responsibility” the U.S. has to American Indians.

This framing of the relationship between indigenous women and violence is carried
throughout Sharing Our Stories of Survival and the women whose experiences fill the pages of

the text emphasis two key points: (1) violence against Native women is not solely a
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contemporary problem, (2) nor is it one that can be adequately addressed by categorizing Native
women as a marginalized ethnic group within the United States. Rather, the contributors posit,
violence against Native women originates with the European/American colonization of
indigenous peoples and necessitates an understanding of the nation-to-nation relationship
between Native peoples and the US nation-state. A brief glimpse at the literature Sharing Our
Stories of Survival builds upon demonstrates these claims and teases out the central tenants of
indigenous theorizations of violence against Native women.

Academic and literary explorations of violence against Native women can be traced back
to the early 1980s when Native scholars and activists worked alongside other women of color to
articulate the intersectional nature of the violence that arises from sexism, classism,
heterosexism, and racism. For example, in the seminal text This Bridge Called My Back:
Writings by Radical Women of Color, Native women such as Chrystos, Naomi Littlebear, Jo
Carrillo, and Barbara Cameron join other marginalized women in order to document the violence
they witnessed in their personal lives, their communities, and the mainstream women’s
movement. With each poem or essay, these women speak to the interlocking oppressions that
saturate their lives “as women of color.” Significantly, however, they also speak to the
specificity and embodiment of being a Native woman under colonial rule and even ask other
women of color to interrogate the ways in which they might be implicated in carrying out the
aims of colonialism.!" They began to articulate an indigenous feminist analytic that departs from
a women of color methodology in the way that it simultaneously addressed racism, classism,
sexism, heterosexism, and colonialism.

Native women were also authoring texts directed specifically at Native communities and

concerned specifically with the relationship between Native women and feminism in the early
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1980s. For example, in 1984 Mohawk scholar Beth Brant edited a collection of writings
dedicated to “All Indian women who have survived these wars and live to tell the tales.”'
Among the 90 or so pieces included in the collection is Kate Shanley’s “Thoughts on Indian
Feminism,” one of the earliest writings articulating Native women’s struggle with the discourse
of feminism. In her essay, Shanley speaks of the resistance to “feminism” mounted by many
Native women but also attempts to complicate the nature of such resistance. She describes the
multiple ways in which “the majority women’s movement” marginalizes Native women’s
concerns,” however, she also argues that “the word ‘feminism’ has special meanings to Indian
women, including the idea of promoting the continuity of tradition, and consequently, pursuing
the recognition of tribal sovereignty.”'* Ultimately, Shanley calls for a reconceptualization of
feminism that incorporates diversity and the recognition of Native women’s experiences.

Over the next couple of decades, Native women continued to critique and attempt to
reshape the terrain of feminist inquiry, methodology, and practice. Mainstream and women of
color feminisms were slow to acknowledge the significance and pervasiveness of colonialism,
however, and often continued to marginalize indigenous contributions to feminist discourse.
Thus, Native women continued to pen essays and books such as “Who Is Your Mother? Red
Roots of White Feminism,” “Angry Women are Building: Issues and Struggles Facing American
Indian Women Today,” I Am Woman: A Native Perspective on Sociology and Feminism, and
Reinventing the Enemy’s Language: Contemporary Native Women'’s Writings on North America
which both addressed this marginalization and began to form a body of literature that moved
beyond critiquing mainstream feminism and anti-violence organizing to establishing a Native
feminist analytic that interrogates white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, and settler colonialism."

By 2004, such intellectual work had led to the production of a special issue of Social
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Justice: A Journal of Crime, Conflict, & World Order titled “Native Women and State
Violence.”'® Guest editors Andrea Smith and Luana Ross explain the impetus behind the issue
by positing that “Native women are constantly marginalized in male-dominated discourses about
racism and colonialism and white-dominated discourses about sexism” which results in the
“inability of both discourses to address the inextricable relationship between gender violence and
colonialism.”"” Again, this collection brought a number of Native women’s voices together to
interrogate both violence and feminist discourse.

In 2005, Andrea Smith published her own groundbreaking text Conquest: Sexual
Violence and American Indian Genocide. In this work, Smith affirms the theoretical premise
that "colonial relationships are themselves gendered and sexualized"'® and argues that locating
Native women and Native communities at the center of exploration compels us to examine the
role the state plays in inflicting both gender and race-based violence. She also posits that if we
perceive of sexual violence not simply as a tool of patriarchy but also as a tool of colonialism
and racism we must shift our understanding of sexual violence to encompass the ways in which

. .. .. . 19
“entire communities of color are the victims of sexual violence.”

Likewise, Smith pushes the
limits of what is generally defined as sexual violence to include occurrences such as the
symbolic transformation of Native peoples into “dirty” and “rapable” bodies that pollute the
body politic of the United States, the literal rape and dismemberment of Native peoples, the
implementation of boarding school policies, forced sterilization practices, medical
experimentation, spiritual appropriation, environmental oppression, etc.

Shortly thereafter, two additional special journal issues were edited by Native women.

“Native Feminisms Without Apology” appeared in a 2008 issue of American Quarterly’’ and

“Native Feminisms: Legacies, Interventions, and Indigenous Sovereignties” was published by
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Wicazo Sa Review in 2009.*' The articles in these issues built upon the scholarly work Native
women had been doing for decades prior but also signaled the emergence of a slightly different
direction in Native women’s theorization, for the contributors here asserted loudly and boldly
that Native women could both be feminist and produce feminist analytics if they so chose. Thus,
“without apology,” a powerful contingent of Native feminists ushered in a new era of scholarly
endeavors wherein which the urgency of interrogating the intersections between white
supremacy, heteropatriarchy, and settler colonialism was emphasized. It is in this vein of

intellectual production that I, also without apology, situate Un-Settling Questions.

Urban Indigeneity

Also central to my project is the body of literature that critically engages urban
indigeneity, especially as it is shaped by colonial spatialization. Since the early 1960s, there
have been increased efforts to “think urban” in American Indian Studies and communities. Much
of the early literature on this topic characterized urban Indians as exiles living lives marked by
cultural degeneracy, loss, and breakdown, stuck in a liminal space between the
traditional/authentic and the modern/assimilated. Events such as the demographic reporting from
the 1990 U.S. Census and the establishment of off-reservation tribal offices in urban areas where
Native nations have substantial memberships have more recently spurred a proliferation of texts
that critically engage the urban Indian experience.*

This literature establishes a host of understandings about the relationship between Native
peoples and urban spaces. For example, it accounts for the more than two-thirds of the total
Native population currently living in urban areas and holds the US nation-state accountable for

the colonialist practices that have contributed to this reality.” Additionally, a number of scholars
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wrestle with and attempt to rectify the fact that colonialism and white supremacy has
necessitated an “othering” of Native peoples that has resulted in excluding them from accounts
of the urban (which came to symbolize Western civilization, industry, and progress as opposed to
indigenous savagery, barbarity, and the pre-modern) therefore creating the perception that, for
Natives, urban spaces serve only as places of risk, separation, disillusion, and dissolution. Such
critiques challenge the representation of urban Native spaces as red ghettos — places of absolute
poverty, alcoholism, loss of culture, and abuse.

In addition to responding to colonial accounts (or exclusions) of urban indigeneity, the
urban Indian scholarship that emerged toward the end of the twentieth century also emphasized
the indigenous survival, adaptation, and community organization that crossed tribal, state, and
national boundaries and called the very utility of such boundaries into question. It presented
conceptualizations of identity/community that were fluid and flexible. For example, in a piece
titled, “Is Urban a Person or a Place? Characteristics of Urban Indian Country,” cultural
anthropologist Susan Lobo argues that urban Indian communities are not densely populated
geographical locations within cities, unlike other communities of color or ethnic enclaves in
urban areas. They are, rather, “widely scattered and frequently shifting network[s] of
relationships with locational nodes found in organizations and activity sites of special
significance.”* Significantly, she argues this type of community is more akin to that of Native
peoples prior to the imposition of reservation borders where formalized, federally-prescribed
notions of a tribe as “a bounded entity within a geographically rigid, demarcated territory or
reservation, governed by a body of elected officials, and with stringently designated criteria for
membership™® did not define Native identity. Full of potential, then, for reimagining more

expansive definitions of Native identity and community, Lobo’s theorizations, among others,
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open up discussions of urban Indian experiences and spaces.

Despite such impassioned and critical dialogues there continues, however, to be a glaring
lack of attention to the consideration of gender in relation to urban indigeneity. The few
explorations of this kind that are available emerge from Native feminist analyses. Renya
Ramirez’s 2007 Native Hubs: Culture, Community, and Belonging in Silicon Valley and Beyond
is, perhaps, one of the most noteworthy contributions to this small but growing field of literature.
In the introduction to her book, Ramirez alerts her readers that although Native women are
essential to sustaining urban Indian community life, they are often overlooked and rarely credited
or mentioned for their work.”® To counteract this erasure, Native Hubs describes a “Native

woman’s notion of urban and reservation mobility”*’

that engages transnationalism, diasporic
studies, citizenship studies, and discourses of urban Indian identity in order to promote social
change and illustrate the numerous ways in which engagement in urban Indian life can be
regenerative and culturally reinvigorative rather than culturally degenerative. Additionally,
Ramirez argues that the city, like a hub on a wheel, “acts as a collecting center, a hub of Indian

peoples’ new ideas, information, culture, community, and imagination.”28

In other words, native
hubs, particularly as they are created and maintained by Native women, not only defy colonially
imposed borders and boundaries but also re-member and reunite Native peoples situated in
different political, legal, geographic, and cultural contexts throughout the Americas. For
example, native hubs have the potential to bring together Natives from reservations, landless
Natives, federally recognized Natives, non-federally recognized ones, as well as Mixtec Indian
women residing illegally in the United States because of current relocation policies, etc. They

have the potential to rearticulate Indianness in a way that opens up rather than restricts our

understandings of Indianness, increase the number of those who might be invested in projects of
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Native nation-building, and ultimately resist the colonial project of Indigenous extermination and
its counterpart — the ever-lasting trope of the “vanishing Indian.”

Although Ramirez’s work is relatively unique in exploring the role of gender in urban
Indian communities in the United States, a brief glance at the Canadian context reveals a handful
of related intellectual pursuits.””> One of the most relevant texts in terms of the project at hand is
Bonita Lawrence’s “Real” Indians and Others: Mixed-Blood Urban Native Peoples and
Indigenous Nationhood. In this book Lawrence utilizes a Foucauldian understanding of
discourse — “as a way of seeing life that is produced and reproduced by various rules, systems,
and procedures, creating an entire conceptual territory on which knowledge is formed and
produced™” — to posit that the Indian Act,’’ as well as other settler colonial modes of defining
Indianness, operates as “a discourse of classification and regulation, which has produced the
subjects it purports to control, and which has therefore indelibly ordered how Native people
think of things ‘Indian.”** That is, even as settler colonial regimes purport to simply describe
who/what counts as Indian via blood quantum, culture, etc. it is actually through these genocidal
actions that the creation of who/what counts as Indian is enacted. Unfortunately, however, the
designation of some Native bodies as authentic Indians, Inuit, full-blooded, federally recognized,
or status and others as Métis, mixed-blood, half-breed, urban, unrecognized, or non-status has
been naturalized to the degree that we no longer consider “how these different kinds of

Indigenous subjects have been created by legislation™>

in the first place.
Furthermore, Lawrence explores the way in which Indian identity was gendered in the
Canadian colonial encounter as well as the effects this has had on the forced urbanization of

Canadian aboriginal women. She argues that by disenfranchising Indian women and regulating

their access to aboriginal identity through marriage patterns or blood quantum, and by “declaring
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the Nativeness of urban mixed-bloods to be terminated,”* the Canadian government (and
cooperating First Nations) continues to rely on and perpetuate gendered processes of
colonialism.

Equally significant to my research endeavor is Canadian scholar Sherene Razack’s essay
“Gendered Racial Violence and Spatialized Justice: The Murder of Pamela George.” In this
piece, Razack reads and historicizes the rape and murder of Saulteaux woman Pamela George in
order to theorize the relationship between race, space, the law, violence, and identity
construction. Specifically, she posits that spatialized justice is the logic that deems certain
bodies and subjects in certain spaces as undeserving of full personhood and, thus, legal
protection. In this instance, because Pamela George was an Aboriginal woman who occupied the
Stroll — Regina’s inner-city district described as a world of drugs, prostitution, poverty, and
racial otherness — she became constructed as a criminal and degenerate Native woman lacking
personhood, that is a “rightful target of the gendered violence inflicted> by her perpetrators
who ultimately were not held accountable for her death.

Razack historicizes this process of gendered Indian identity construction by reminding
her readers of the settler colonial inflicted displacements of Aboriginal peoples that creates
spaces such as the Stroll and then relegates urban Native women within. White settlers first
displaced George’s Saulteaux ancestors by relocating and confining them to reserves. Lack of
adequate housing, employment, healthcare, education, etc., as well as the Indian Act that
Lawrence speaks of, then forces Native peoples to migrate off-reserve and to urban centers.
Once in the city, “slum administration replaces colonial administration” because in settler
colonial logic, all non-designated Indian spaces are settler spaces “and the sullying of civilized

society through the presence of the racial Other in white space gives rise to a careful
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management of boundaries within urban space.”°

Thus, inner city spaces such as the Stroll
become racialized and severely juxtaposed to spaces of seemingly white racial purity such as the
suburbs. These boundaries are then enforced through the disciplining of Native bodies.
Arguably, then, there has been an extreme shift in the focus of the discourse surrounding
urban indigeneity. What was once a body of literature concerned with articulating “the urban
Indian experience” is now a critical examination of the very ways in which “the urban Indian”
has been violently constructed by settler colonialism. Un-Settling Questions aims to contribute
to this still-developing area of examination by interrogating the construction of urban Indian

identity as it is utilized to enact violence against Native women and shape our understanding of

said violence.

The Biopolitical Management of Native Peoples

Lawrence and Razack’s intellectual contributions lead us directly to the final major body
of literature with which this project engages: biopolitics. Introduced by Foucault yet expounded
upon by numerous other scholars, the concept of biopolitics is defined as an apparatus of state
power that concerns itself not with “man-as-body” but rather with “man-as-species.” This is a
critical distinction for the scholar whose theoretizations of the disciplinary regulation of the body
has significantly, if not altogether, shaped the way we conceptualize a great number of the
institutions that have dominated Western societies from the eighteenth century to the present: the
family, schools, the military, prisons, the insane asylum, social services, etc. Foucault argues
that the emergence of biopolitical state power does not put an end to the prominence of the
disciplinary institutional power he dedicated much of his life’s work to theorizing, as a matter of

fact he argues that the two work hand in hand and are often articulated through each other, but
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rather marks a shift in the way in which Western nation-states conceptualize and govern their
respective, burgeoning populations at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the
nineteenth centuries.

These ideas are fleshed out in greatest detail and specificity in his “Society Must Be
Defended” lecture given at the Collége de France in 1976. Here, he argues that with the
industrialization and demographic explosion of Western states it become politically and
economically necessary to begin exercising state power upon entire populations in addition to
submitting individual bodies to institutional power.”” Thus, biopolitics emerge to control large-
scale phenomena such as birth rates, fertility, longevity, and morbidity and, ultimately, situate
populations as political, scientific, biological problems. What also occurs at this moment is a
different way of conceptualizing political power. Whereas, previously, it was understood that the
sovereign had absolute power to “make die or let live,” biopolitics emerge alongside an
understanding that the modern nation-state has been contracted by its subjects to “make live and
let die.” Although the difference may appear subtle at first, it emphasizes the modern nation-
state’s role in protecting the social body through the perpetuation of life rather than the classical
sovereign’s role in ordering death.

Significantly, however, this new preoccupation with life does not eliminate the practice
of death. Instead, the practice of death becomes more subtle, almost passive, certainly
biological, and racist. This is not to say that the regulation of death wasn’t racist before this
moment, or that racism did not exist in disciplinary institutions, but with the emergence of
biopower, according to Foucault, racism becomes inscribed in the mechanisms of the state that
regulate populations as cohesive social bodies rather than as individuals.®® In this way, racism

becomes that which determines who must live and who must die for the sake of promoting the
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social body. The logic that one must die in order for another to live is intimately linked to the
theorization of war, and actually, brings war-like relationships within the functioning of the
nation-state. That is, enemies to the nation are now conceived as being internal as well as
external and the death of enemies if certainly justifiable.”

The killing of particular communities of people within a nation-state, thus, becomes
perfectly acceptable if it is done in the name of life and results “in the elimination of the

biological threat to and the improvement of the species or race.”*

Hence, like particular
individuals became marked as degenerate/abnormal in order to strengthen the production of the
normal bourgeois body, entire populations now become marked as biological threats/pollutants
in order to strengthen the production of a seemingly pure and healthy social body. The murder,
oppression, colonization, etc. of these peoples is then justified in the name of protecting life —
notably the life of the social body that supports and is supported by white supremacy, capitalism,
and heteropatriarchy.

The implications of these arguments are immense and have influenced a number of
theoretical debates and conversations. Scholars such as Rey Chow have expounded upon them
to analyze the representation of ethnicity in the era of multi-cultural liberalism while scholars
such as Jasbir Puar have utilized them to construct a critique of homonationalism in the era of

1 Most relevant to the project at hand, however, is the way in which Native scholars

“terrorism.
have employed the concept of biopolitics as a way of thinking about the establishment/processes
of colonialism as well as the construction of indigeneity as a threat to the colonial order. Andrea
Smith’s aforementioned text Conquest: Sexual Violence and American Indian Genocide is a

compelling example of this scholarship. Smith employs Ann Stoler’s explanation of biopolitics

to demonstrate that racism against Native peoples is a permanent and pervasive element of the
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modern state. In fact, “it is the constant purification and elimination of racialized enemies within

the state that ensures the growth of the national body.”*

Thus, Native peoples have been (and
continue to be) metaphorically transformed “into a pollution of which the colonial body must
constantly purify itself.”* This “purification,” Smith argues, results in the “rapability” of Native
women, Native communities, and Native lands and then justifies the biopolitical practices of
which rape, dismemberment, boarding schools, reproductive injustice, spiritual appropriation,
etc. are included. My desire to explore the ways in which particular Native peoples have been
eliminated from discussions and understandings of violence is intimately informed by such
theorizations. For example, to what degree, I ask, have urban Indian women been constructed as
a polity exceptionally capable of poisoning or threatening the colonial order? And, in what ways
is this “threat” mitigated by the settler state?

In his essay “Settler Homonationalism: Theorizing Settler Colonialism within Queer
Modernities,” Scott Lauria Morgensen employs the concept of biopolitics to explore the way in
which queer subjectivity, as it is articulated through settler homonationalism, too works to
“purify” the social body and mark certain populations for life and certain populations for death.
Building upon the work of Jasbir Puar, among others, Morgensen argues that colonial
“settlement and its naturalization then conditioned the emergence of modern queer formations,
including their inheritance and sustaining of colonial biopolitics in the form of settler

homonationalism.”**

In other words, the convergence of settler colonialism, modern biopolitics,
and modern sexuality (which all marked Natives as sexually deviant and settlers as sexually
proper) “produced Native peoples as queered populations marked for death, and settlers as

9545

subjects of life—including, at times, as homonationalists. Morgensen argues that the

biopolitical production of queer and normative populations he identifies was/is, in part, enacted
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through the imposition of colonial heteropatriarchy. I expound upon this position to argue that
colonial heteropatriarchy (particularly, for example, as it demands the segregation of peoples
based upon race, gender, and nation and then fastens Native peoples to particular geopolitical
spaces) has facilitated the biopolitical management of indigeneity in the way it queers urban
Indians in general and urban Indian women in particular.

Thus, Un-Settling Questions intends to contribute to and be in dialogue with the
conversation concerning biopolitics, colonialism, and indigeneity by focusing on the
intersections between biopolitics and the discourse surrounding violence against Native women.
I aim to explore the ways in which both the marginalization of Native women’s voices/activism
within this discussion and the construction of “authentic” indigeneity in federal legislation to
address this problem serve to perpetuate and fulfill a settler colonial, biopolitical agenda to mark
Native peoples for death, violence, and elimination. Furthermore, by positioning urban Indian
women as the focal point of this exploration, I intend to demonstrate the degree to which Native

nations and citizens themselves have become implicated in this processes.

Methodology/Methods

In designing and undertaking this project, I take seriously Linda Tuhiwai Smith's
assertion that, “The methodologies and methods of research, the theories that inform them, the
questions which they generate and the writing styles they employ, all become significant acts
which need to be considered carefully and critically before being applied. In other words, they
need to be 'decolonized'.*® Therefore, I situate this dissertation as a decidedly indigenous
research project that privileges indigenous concerns and practices and positions indigenous

peoples as both researchers and the researched. I do so to disrupt mainstream and historical
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research tendencies to view Native peoples as objects of study rather than producers of
knowledge, culture, and worldviews. My aim in conducting this project is not to paint a
purportedly objective picture of urban Indian women’s experiences with violence. Nor is it to
create a study that primarily pathologizes urban Indian women.*” Rather, I attempt to initiate
dialogue and provide a venue through which Native activists (myself included and self-
consciously located within the project) can speak to violence against Native women as it
intersects with settler colonialism, white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, and the construction of
urban indigeneity.

With this understanding in hand, I have partly crafted Un-Settling Questions as an
intellectual ethnography that employs Native feminisms and indigenous anti-violence advocates’
voices as an analytic with which to interrogate the construction of urban indigeneity as it relates
to violence against Native women. I follow in the footsteps of scholars such as Andrea Smith in
my conviction that “rather than studying Native people so we can learn more about them, I wish
to illustrate what it is that Native theorists have to tell us about the world we live in and how to

change it.”**

I refuse to simply observe and record the theory and practice of Native anti-
violence activists in order for the non-Native world to understand their struggles, challenges,
successes, etc. Instead, I collaborate with indigenous advocates in utilizing their experiences and
knowledges to theorize the complexities of eradicating the violence that permeates our lives.

To accomplish this task, I have spent a considerable amount of time interviewing and
working alongside Native anti-violence advocates from the Los Angeles, South Dakota, and
Minneapolis/St. Paul areas. 1 have chosen to focus my ethnographic work in these three

locations for distinct yet related reasons. Los Angeles was an obvious choice because of my own

position as an urban LA Indian. I spend a great deal of my time, inside and outside of
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intellectual pursuits, within this community and am an active participant in a number of
organizations concerned with strengthening the Native community in Los Angeles. I chose the
Minneapolis/St. Paul region because it is the urban area with the longest and most developed
history of Native anti-violence organizing in the United States. The women I interviewed there
are affiliated with a variety of organizations such as the Minnesota Indian Women’s Resource
Center, Women of Nations, Eagle’s Nest, Tribal Law and Policy Institute, and Mending the
Sacred Hoop. I chose South Dakota because it is a hub from which a great deal of the national
Native women's activism against violence originates: South Dakota is home of the first shelter
for Native women, White Buffalo Calf Woman Society, which is located on the Rosebud
Reservation; activist Tillie Black Bear helped found the National Coalition Against Domestic
Violence from her home at Rosebud; and it was their work in South Dakota that some of the
women critical to the development of Title IX credit.

I would also like to note that it was extremely important to me to speak to women who
were located both on and off reservation and who advocated for Native women in both urban and
reservation contexts. I do not, however, intend for Un-Settling Questions to be a dichotomized,
comparative analysis of on-reservation/off-reservation Native experiences of and responses to
violence nor do I intend to position on and off reservation activists in opposition to one another.
Instead, I chose to include indigenous voices from a variety of geopolitical locations in order to
illuminate the ways in which settler colonialism has constructed indigeneity differently across
time and space in ways that have severe and deadly consequences. I have made intentional
efforts to resist naturalizing the reservation/urban binary that continues to influence our
understanding of Nativeness even as I interrogate the ways in which reservation and urban

spaces have been constructed in juxtaposition to one another.
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Again, as | have already mentioned, the interviews and informal conversations I
conducted with the indigenous advocates in these various locations are not the focal point of this
project per say. 1 am not interested in producing a traditional ethnographic study that operates as
a “form of culture collecting” in its gathering, categorizing, and archiving of “othered”
experiences and voices.” Rather, I have attempted to employ the voices and experiences shared
with me in an attempt to theorize and interrogate the marginalization of indigenous mobilization,
the construction of indigeneity, and violence against Native women from the perspective of
Native women. Thus, the interviews have been woven throughout the text and some chapters
include more interview material than others depending on their respective foci and the degree to
which the interviewees spoke about the topic explored therein.

Additionally, some of the chapters (two and three in particular) analyze specific pieces of
federal legislation as a way to demonstrate the arguments I posit within this dissertation.
However, even as these laws are a primary focus of my project, this dissertation is not a
legislative history or case study of the laws I write about. Instead, I follow in the footsteps of
scholars such as Joanne Barker who perceive of “the law as a discourse” that “work[s] in the
ongoing processes of social formation” as they pertain to Native peoples™ and, thus, utilize the
law as a site through which we are able to witness the intricacies of settler colonialism.

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, I urge my readers to think of Un-Settling Questions
as a prolineal genealogy of the relationship between violence against Native women,
marginalization, the construction of indigeneity, and geopolitics. That is, I have attempted to
craft a project that moves beyond exploring what this relationship currently looks like and
toward what this relationship could become. In the words of Andrea Smith, “I seek to answer the

uestion of not “what is?” but ‘what could be?””>! For if I return again to my particular identit
q g yp y
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as an urban, mixed-blood Muscogee woman whose own Native roots have been fertilized more
often with the colonial and internalized poisons of hatred, violence, alcohol, etc. than with life
sustaining nutrients, [ certainly recognize my own need for the restorative, recovering, and
healing potential that a contemporary, critical, decolonial, Native feminist analytic has to offer

both myself and future generations of Native peoples.

The Chapters

Chapter one of this project most heavily incorporates the ethnographic interviews I have
conducted and attempts to illuminate and explore the marginalization and elimination of
indigeneity, especially as it has manifested in settler colonial accounts of anti-violence
organizing. In “Visible Violence: Marginalization and The South Dakota Coalition Against
Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault,” I employ the voices and experiences of the Native
women instrumental in the birth and development of the SDCADVSA in the late seventies in
order to make such work visible and to explore the violence of marginalization. This indigenized
history is extremely significant as it serves as the foundation from which more contemporary
federal legislative efforts build upon, as will be explored in the later chapters.

Additionally, and as I suggested in the opening of this introduction, this chapter serves as
a springboard for interrogating the construction of indigeneity as it intersects with violence
against Native women. [ argue that although early indigenous anti-violence mobilization
accomplished a variety of critical goals, made considerable headway in beginning to address
violence against Native women, and saved the lives and spirits of a significant number of Native
women, it also shaped the way in which violence against Native women and indigeneity was

conceptualized and would later become utilized by the settler state. I make these claims not to
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dishonor the advocates or their work, but rather to situate their mobilization as one strategy
particularly suited to a certain time and place and not the full extent of efforts needed to combat
the ever-shifting settler colonial apparatus. In other words, I argue that while it is critical and
immensely insightful to explore what some refer to as the modern “origins” of the Native
women’s movement to end violence, such tactics and strategies should not be canonized in a way
that limits our understandings and future imaginings of anti-violence advocacy.

Chapter two of my dissertation, titled “(Re)Locating Violence: Title IX of the Violence
Against Women Act,” builds upon chapter one by examining the degree to which Native women
were instrumental in the passing of Title IX, the Safety for Indian Women Title, of the 2005
reauthorization of the Violence Against Women Act but also examines the multifaceted ways in
which the colonial spatialization found within this legislation facilitates the biopolitical
management of Native peoples. Informed by feminist and postcolonial geography, this chapter
articulates the relationship between space, race, gender, and colonialism as it relates to violence
against Native women. In particular, I examine the way in which colonial mapping constructs,
naturalizes, and reproduces spatial injustice. To accomplish this, I unpack the ideological (and
literal) violence enacted by Title IX and argue that not only does Title IX situate indigenous
women in particular locales as more indigenous, and thus more deserving of protection from
violence, than other women, but it also regulates our understanding of the spatiality of violence
(i.e. our conceptualization of the spaces within which violence occurs).

In the third chapter of my dissertation, “Unidentified Bodies: The Tribal Law and Order
Act,” I continue to explore the ways in which Native anti-violence advocates have contributed to
federal legislation (seemingly) aimed at eradicating violence against Native women.

Additionally, though, I continue to investigate the ways in which colonial apparatuses utilize
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biopolitical logics to regulate and eliminate Native peoples, yet here I focus on the construction
of identity. Through a critical analysis of the recently signed Tribal Law and Order Act, which
has been hailed by many as an unprecedented effort to combat violence in the lives of Native
women, I explore the extent to which liberal legislative measures work to further solidify the
white supremacist, heteropatriarchal ideologies and constructions of Nativeness that cause
violence against Native women in the first place. I suggest that rather than redress violence
against Native women, the TLOA actually perpetuates violence in the way it shapes perceptions
of Indian peoples, regulates the boundaries of Indian identity, and limits our understanding of
violence.

In the concluding chapter of Un-Settling Questions, titled “Unchartered Territory: Native
Feminist Reconceptualizations,” I briefly consider the degree to which Native communities have
themselves reproduced the biopolitical logics that work to limit and eliminate indigeneity. I
broach this subject not to embark on an entirely different, yet related, dissertation (for this topic
certainly deserves an equally comprehensive investigation) but to signal the dangers of
continuing to allow indigenous anti-violence organizing/theorizing to be dictated by the needs
and desires of settler colonialism. I also utilize a prolineal genealogical method to depart from
my previous descriptions of what the relationship between violence against Native women and
the construction and marginalization of indigeneity is and toward an imagining of what the
relationship could be. That is, I apply a native feminist analytic to the prevalence and
conceptualization of violence against Native women in order to present the potential for such
theorizations/methodologies to alter our understanding of and fight against said violence.

In the end, Un-Settling Questions is an attempt to do exactly that which its title suggests.

It is an attempt to pose questions that un-settle our current understandings of the relationship
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between indigeneity, violence against Native women, biopolitics, and geopolitics. It is an
attempt to illuminate complexity — the complexity of violence, of settler colonialism, and of
indigenous survivance in the face of colonialism. It is an attempt to theorize “off the
reservation” and beyond the boundaries of federal recognition. And it is an attempt to speak in
conversation with indigenous “mavericks, renegades, [and] queers™> because it emerges from a
conviction that “to speak, at whatever the cost, is to become empowered rather than victimized

by destruction.”’

"' T use the term “Native” as inclusive of American Indian, Alaskan Native, Native Hawaiian,
First Nation, south/central/Mexican American, and Native Pacific peoples, however since my
analysis primarily focuses on the continental United States, I signal the reader when I refer to
Native peoples living outside of this terrain. I also use the terms “Native,” “Indian,” and
“indigenous” interchangeably throughout the text.

? Sarah Deer, Bonnie Clairmont, Carrie Martell, and Maureen White Eagle, eds. Sharing Our
Stories of Survival: Native Women Surviving Violence (New York: Altamira Press, 2008).

3 Lawrence A. Greenfield and Steven K. Smith, American Indians and Crime (Washington, DC:
Bureau of Justice Statistics, USDOJ, February 1999); Steven W. Perry, American Indians and
Crime (Washington, DC: Bureau of Justice Statistics, USDOJ, December 2004); Ronet
Bachman, National Crime Victimization Survey Compilation (Washington, DC; Bureau of
Justice Statistics, USDOJ, 2004); Patricia Tjaden and Nancy Thoennes, Full Report of the
Prevalence, Incidence, and Consequences of Violence Against Women: Findings from the
National Violence Against Women Survey (Washington DC: National Institute of Justice and
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, USDOJ, November 2000).

* The “trust responsibility” that the U.S. government purportedly has to Native nations emerges
from a number of Federal Indian law and policies. In Native Acts: Law, Recognition, and
Cultural Authenticity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), Joanne Barker describes it
accordingly: Through its commerce, taxation, and supremacy clauses, the U.S. Constitution
initially defined Native nations as possessing a government-to-government relationship with the
United States. However, when Congress defined this relationship it also extended its law over
tribes. The three Supreme Court decisions that came to be known as the Marshall Trilogy further
solidified this authority by conceptualizing Indian tribes as uncivilized and inferior peoples in
need of “the plenary power, care, and protection of the United States.” (31).

Significant to the project at hand is that the “trust responsibility” the U.S. government has

defined as its relationship with Native peoples is frequently invoked to call for better
“protection” and treatment of Native peoples by the settler state. Rarely discussed, however, are
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the colonial ideologies at play in a relationship that defines the United States as the “guardian” of
the Native “ward” or that situates indigenous communities as inferior to and under the eye of the
settler state in their position as “domestic dependent Nations.” When considered in this context,
the “trust responsibility” of the United States is not misrecognized as a responsibility to ensure
that Native peoples are treated equally under the law but rather understood as a responsibility to
maintain the unequal and inferior position of Native peoples in relation to the settler state.

> Amnesty International, Maze of Injustice: The Failure to Protect Indigenous Women from
Sexual Violence in the USA: One Year Update (New York: Amnesty International USA, 2008),
1.

% Among others, these included N. Scott Momaday, Bruce King, Paula Gunn Allen, Hanay
Geiogamah, Linda Hogan, Joy Harjo, Elizabeth Woody, James Welch, Sherman Alexie, Simon
Ortiz, and Lucy Tapahanso.

7U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000.

¥ The foundation of this argument (i.e. the distinction between Native women and so-called
women of color) can, again, be traced back to the unique legal relationship the United States has
with Native nations. As contemporary indigenous studies scholars and Native communities
emphasize that Native identity is not an ethnic identity but rather a political one, many
indigenous women argue that Native women are not women of color but rather women
belonging to various Native nations. This distinction has not entirely prevented collaboration
and coalitional work between Native women and women of color, but it has been a contentious
issue.

? For examples of women of color contributions to the field of anti-violence theorization, see
texts such as: Kimberlé Crenshaw, "Mapping at the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics,
and Violence Against Women of Color" in The Public Nature of Private Violence: The
Discovery of Domestic Abuse, eds. M.A. Fineman and R. Mykitiuk (New York: Routledge,
1994), 93-118; Natalie Sokoloff and Christina Pratt, eds., Domestic Violence at the Margins:
Readings on Race, Class, Gender, and Culture (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press,
2005); Incite! Women of Color Against Violence, eds., Color of Violence: The Incite! Anthology
(Cambridge: South End Press, 2006); and Maria Ochoa and Barbara Ige, eds., Shout Out: Women
of Color Respond to Violence (Emeryville: Seal Press, 2007).

19 Sarah Deer, Bonnie Clairmont, Carrie Martell, and Maureen White Eagle, eds. Sharing Our
Stories of Survival: Native Women Surviving Violence (New York: Altamira Press, 2008).

"' Naomi Littlebear, “Dreams of Violence” in This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical
Women of Color, eds. Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldiia (New York: Kitchen Table Press,
1981), 16-17; Chrystos, “He Saw” in This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women
of Color, eds. Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldia (New York: Kitchen Table Press, 1981), 18-
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CHAPTER ONE
Visible Violence: Marginalization and the South Dakota Coalition Against Domestic
Violence and Sexual Assault

One early afternoon in February of 2012, I sat down at my computer to browse my
Facebook account when I came across a Chris Rock comedy clip that was being bounced around
my circle of family, friends, and colleagues. A long-time Rock fan, I clicked on the clip and was
taken to the YouTube website where, within seconds, Rock’s loud and boisterous voice
trumpeted from my computer speakers: “Racism everywhere. Everybody pissed off. Black
people yelling racism. White people yelling reverse racism. Chinese people yelling sideways
racism. And the Indians ain't yelling shit ‘cause they dead. So everybody bitch about how bad
they people got it. Nobody got it worse than the American Indian. Everybody need to calm the
fuck down. Indians got it bad. Indians got it the worst. You know how bad the Indians got it?
When’s the last time you met two Indians? You ain’t never met two Indians. Shit, I have seen a
polar bear ride a fucking tricycle in my lifetime. I have never seen a Indian family just chillin’
out at Red Lobster. Never seen it. Everybody want to save the environment. Shit I see trees
every fucking day. I don’t never see no Indians.””

As soon as the segment began to play, I recognized it. I had heard it a trillion times since
it first aired in Rock’s “Bigger & Blacker” HBO special in 1999. But I still laughed. Hard.
There is something about Rock’s impassioned delivery, his absolute assuredness of Indian
invisibility, and the reference to Red Lobster (a restaurant that this Indian, for one, has a not so-
secret obsession for) that makes this bit so effective for me and, according to Facebook, a good
deal of my Native friends and family. After I stopped laughing and clicked through a few more

excerpts from “Bigger and Blacker,” I began to wonder about the power of Rock’s diatribe on
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racism and the American Indian. What is it about this joke that makes it as poignant in 2012 as it
was in 1999?

The most obvious answer lies in Rock’s delivery and his juxtaposition of American
Indians with tricycle-riding polar bears, Red Lobster customers, and save-the-environment
campaigns. He positions the “sighting” of an American Indian as less common and more absurd
than the witnessing of circus feats. Likewise, he evokes the “absurd” image of plains-feathered
and war-bonneted Indians dining at a mainstream chain restaurant in order to profess his opinion
that American Indians no longer exist. Of course, this entire joke is based upon stereotypes of
Native peoples that have been constructed by the settler colonial imagination. If we were to
consider the fact that very few Native peoples resemble the Indian of settler colonial fantasies,
then Rock’s joke would fall short for we would have to acknowledge that, in fact, a good number
of Native peoples likely do dine at Red Lobster and Rock, as well as the rest of the non-Indian
U.S. citizenry, actually do encounter Native peoples “every fucking day.”

Arguably, the evocation of stereotypical images of Native peoples is both predictable and
trite at the beginning of the twenty-first century though. After centuries of Disney films,
Halloween costumes, product branding, sports-team mascots and the like, such images have lost
a certain degree of their impact. Why, then, is Rock’s joke still so funny? And what point might
he, well-known for the social commentary embedded in his humor, be trying to make through
this joke? I’d like to suggest that perhaps the significance of Rock’s diatribe lies not in his
evocation of stereotypical Indians but rather in his suppression of “everyday” Indians. The
marginalization and erasure of Native peoples as contemporary subjects and agents of social
action that Rock inadvertently draws attention to might be the place from which his humor

delivers the most powerful punch. For myself at least, like most politically-conscious comedy,
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this bit is humorous because it seems absurd but also because it hints at a reality I am all too
familiar with. In other words, in its fantastical imagery also lies a depressing reality that laughter
and humor help to mitigate, for, in all actuality, the marginalization and erasure of Native
peoples is far from funny. It is both a violent tactic and outcome of settler colonialism.

Although significantly departing from Rock’s comedic delivery, this chapter intends to
engage that which Rock’s Indian joke calls forth — the marginalization and erasure of
indigeneity, particularly as it has manifested in settler colonial narratives of anti-domestic/sexual
violence organizing. For centuries now, Native peoples have been actively engaged in struggles
against settler colonialism and heteropatriarchy, yet much of this mobilization has been
suppressed and ignored by settler state accounts of historical moments and social movements.
This has especially been the case in regards to the narration of anti-violence organizing. From
the so-called “beginning” of the movement to organize against domestic/sexual violence in the
1970s to the present day, Native women have been situated as victims of violence but never as
social agents capable of or invested in combating that violence. Rather, white supremacy and
settler colonialism have ensured that whiteness and the state itself have been credited with the
efforts to halt violence against Native women and in indigenous communities.”

This chapter attempts to address and counteract the violence of marginalization through
the documentation of the emergence, development, and eventual splintering of the South Dakota
Coalition Against Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault (SDCADVSA) from the perspective of
the Native women instrumental in its existence. My primary objective here is to rewrite/reright’
the position of Native women in anti-violence discussions by centering the voices and concerns
of Native women and, accordingly, by decentering the mainstream, colonialist narrative that

typically frames such narrations. For as the following indigenized history demonstrates,
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although the issue of violence against Native women has only recently garnered mainstream
attention, Native women have been addressing this problem at local, national, and international
levels for centuries. It is this mobilization that the federal government builds upon when finally
considering the extent and significance of violence in the lives of Native women who have faced
the unique challenge of combating racism in the anti-violence movement, sexism in their own
communities, and marginalization in society as a whole when attempting to render this violence
visible.

In addition, I aim to recount this early attempt on behalf of the state, Native communities,
and white citizenry to work together in eradicating violence against Native women in order to
glean further insights about the insidious nature of settler colonialism. For an indigenized
history of the SDCADVSA is not critical solely because it renders visible Native women’s
engagement with anti-violence mobilization, but also because it speaks to the complicated and
myriad ways in which the “logic of elimination,” that Patrick Wolfe so deftly delineates in his
comparative study of the relationship between genocide and settler colonialism, manifest.* In
other words, rather than read the history of the SDCADVSA as an isolated historical moment in
which there were a few racist apples in a relatively well-meaning bunch of anti-violence
activists, I urge us to seriously consider the development of the SDCADVSA as illustrative of
“settler colonization [as] a structure rather than an event” that is complex in social formation,
continuous throughout time, at moments presents as genocide, and at moments presents as other
equally destructive forms of the logic of elimination.’ Such an understanding of settler
colonialism enables us to read the events surrounding the SDCADVSA in tandem with previous
and/or simultaneously occurring manifestations such as the racial classification of Natives,

frontier homicide, blood quantum policies, child abduction, boarding schools, etc. which

39



ultimately aids us in more fully understanding the consequences of working within a settler

colonial framework in attempts to eradicate violence against Native women.

In The Beginning

In 1977, a non-profit organization was founded by women on the Rosebud reservation in
South Dakota to work with women, men, and children in an effort to restore the sacredness of
women. This organization, the White Buffalo Calf Woman Society, is based on the traditional
Lakota teaching that "even in thought — women are to be respected."® Accordingly, the Society
combats violence against Native women with traditional Lakota life ways and teachings. Only
one year after the creation of the Society (which would later establish the first shelter for Native
women on an Indian reservation), president Faith Spotted Eagle was invited to testify at the
United States Commission on Civil Rights hearings on battered women in Washington DC.
Because she was unable to attend the event, Spotted Eagle asked Tillie Black Bear, who was a
student in graduate school at the University of South Dakota Vermillion and a member of the
Society, to take her place. With approximately 300 other women from across the United States,
Black Bear attended the hearings in DC and testified about the needs of women on the Rosebud
reservation.

The women present at the hearings began to see that they had similar concerns about
violence against women. During breaks in meetings, a group began to gather in the men's
restroom to discuss the importance of creating a national movement against domestic violence.’
By the end of the hearings, Black Bear (the only Native woman in attendance) and the others had

decided to form the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence (NCADV). All of the women
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present were asked to organize state coalitions when they returned to their respective homes and
approximately 20 women agreed to be on the steering committee for the NCADV.

Despite her doubts that a Native woman would be able to play such a leading role in
South Dakota during the late '70s, Black Bear returned home and spoke with the South Dakota
Commission on the Status of Women. They discussed potential organizing efforts and after
attending a quarterly meeting of the commission, Black Bear was able to convince them to help
her arrange a statewide coalition-organizing meeting.

Black Bear then returned to the White Buffalo Calf Woman Society and began looking
for a space to host the meeting. Because there was not a location on the Rosebud reservation that
could accommodate the potential attendees, she asked the Bureau of Indian Affairs for the use of
their dorms. The BIA agreed and in June 1978 about 77 women responded to the invitation and
attended the first organizing meeting of what would become the South Dakota Coalition Against
Domestic Violence.®

Prior to 1978 there were only three programs in the state providing shelter to battered
women and advocacy for rape victims: Brookings Women’s Center located in Brookings,
Children’s Inn located in Sioux Falls, and White Buffalo Calf Woman Society. Although all
three of the programs served Native women, the staff and board members of Brookings Women's
Center and Children's Inn were almost entirely made up of white women. This division between
clients and program managers proved to become a spot of tension in later Coalition organizing.
However, because only three programs existed throughout the state, most of the women who
attended the initial meeting were individuals interested in the issue of violence against women
and did not yet represent programs. Of the 77 women who attended, only a few were Native and

most of them were from Rosebud.’
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The first meeting of the Coalition focused on holding workshops to discuss the needs of
women in South Dakota and to suggest strategies for addressing these needs. A sampling of the
topics explored includes: funding sources, medical services, networking, education, counseling
and advocate services, and the creation of shelters.'’ At the end of the gathering a decision was
made to meet again during the next month in order to begin drafting the articles of incorporation
that would permit the organization to have a formal presence within South Dakota. During this
time Black Bear was still facilitating/organizing the Coalition. She had yet to face any real
resistance to the fact that she was a Native woman leading a statewide and primarily Anglo-
American organization in South Dakota. The second meeting was held a month later at St.
Joseph’s Indian School in Chamberlain and the steering committee began drafting the articles of
incorporation. Of the seven members on the steering committee only Spotted Eagle and Black
Bear were Native.''

In 1978 six more programs dealing with violence against women were established in
South Dakota: (1) Citizens Against Rape and Domestic Violence in Sioux Falls, (2) Women in
Crisis Coalition in Spearfish, (3) Women Against Violence in Rapid City, (4) Women’s
Resource Center in Watertown, (5) Women’s Center/Shelter in Yankton, and (6) Sacred Shawl
Women’s Society on the Pine Ridge reservation. Again, although Native women utilized the
programs throughout the state, the boards and staff of these organizations were fairly
unintegrated with only Sacred Shawl Women's Society being run by Native women.

In order to address the minimal representation of Native women, the steering committee
proposed that a board of 15 members with direct representation of programs direct the Coalition
as follows:

e 5 East Missouri River Board Members
e 5 West Missouri River Board Members
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* 5 Indian Board Members

o 1 Urban

o 2 East Missouri River Reservation

o 2 West Missouri River Reservation'”
Despite this attempt at parallel development and participation from both Native and non-Native
communities within the Coalition and because Native women were only at the forefront of the
two reservation programs that existed in the state at the time, the goals of the steering committee
were simply that — goals. In the early years of the Coalition, domestic violence programs
statewide were so heavily dominated by non-Native women that the spots reserved for Native
women often remained unfilled. Activist Karen Artichoker reflects on this issue: "Being
outnumbered and not having other Native women participate really did influence other Indian
women not getting involved in those early years." She describes a conversation she had with
another Native woman Bernice Stone and recalls, "It's always stayed with me and made me feel
bad at the moment and still makes me feel bad. The statement she made was that she felt inferior
being in a room full of white people. She said, 'l don't know if I just haven't gotten over some
boarding school stuff or my life or whatever....but I always just think that white people are going

to look at me and think I'm not smart or whatever."">

Thus, despite Black Bear's foundational
role within the birth of the Coalition, it didn't take long for Native women to realize that the
makeup of the Coalition primarily represented Anglo women and their interests.

Meanwhile, a decision was made to incorporate under the name of the South Dakota
Coalition Against Domestic Violence, Inc. By-laws and articles of incorporation were drawn up,
reviewed first by the steering committee, and then mailed to all Coalition members for comments

and voting. The steering committee met again on July 30, 1978 at Sioux Falls College and at

that time they finalized all proposals for organizational structure, by-laws and articles of
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incorporation. In September 1978, Black Bear, Joyce Abraham and Charlotte Schwab
incorporated the South Dakota Coalition.'

Simultaneously, the NCADV was emerging and although Native women were extremely
underrepresented in the make-up of that Coalition as well, they were crucial in its development.
In August 1978, sleeping in borrowed National Guard tents, 28 women from all over the country
camped out on the Rosebud reservation at Black Bear's invitation for another organizing
meeting.