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Prologue

One evening in October 2016, before the violent eviction of the 1851 Treaty Camp 
on Highway 1806 on October 27, Nick Estes was invited to a strategy session at 
Prairie Knights Casino, near Cannon Ball, North Dakota. Phyllis Young, a former 
Standing Rock councilwoman and a longtime member of the American Indian 
Movement, led the meeting. She played an audio recording from a meeting on 
September 30, 2014, between the Standing Rock Council and representatives of 
Energy Transfer Partners and the Dakota Access Pipeline. The meeting took place 
when the Oceti Sakowin, the Great Sioux Nation, led historic resistance against 
the Keystone XL Pipeline, which cut through the heart of the 1868 Fort Laramie 
Treaty territory. At that time, the focus was on defeating KXL; few had heard of 
DAPL. Those who had took it seriously as an existential threat to Indigenous sov-
ereignty and the future of not just Standing Rock but also the downriver Indig-
enous nations, non- Native peoples, non- Native life, and other- than- human life.

The audio clip played at the meeting begins with Tribal Chairman David 
Archambault II unequivocally declaring that Standing Rock opposed DAPL 
and all pipelines trespassing through the 1868 treaty territory and concludes 
with Phyllis Young’s prophetic words and warning to DAPL. Her words have 
informed the spirit of #NoDAPL and this book. We share them here in honor 
and respect for this Standing Rock elder and dignitary. As history was being 
told, history was unfolding. And it has not stopped.

We will put our best warriors in the front. We are the vanguard. We are 
Hunkpapa Lakota. That means the horn of the buffalo. That’s who we are. We 
are protectors of our nation of Oceti Sakowin, the Seven Council Fires. Know 
who we are. We will put forward our young people, our young lawyers who 
understand the weasel words of the English language, who know one word 
can mean seven things. We understand the forked tongue that our grand-
fathers talked about. We know about talking out both sides of your mouth, 
smiling with one side of your face. We know all about the tricks of the wasicu 
[the fat- taker, the capitalist] world. Our young people have mastered it. I have 
mastered your language. I can speak eloquently in the English language. My 
grandmother taught me. But I also know the genetic psyche, and I also have 
the collective memory of the damages that have occurred to my people. I will 
never submit to any pipeline to go through my homeland. Mitakuye Oyasin.



“Fist Up.” Photograph by Jaida Grey Eagle.
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Introduction

THE BLACK SNAKE, #NODAPL, AND THE RISE  
OF A PEOPLE’S MOVEMENT

Nick Estes and Jaskiran Dhillon

It is prophecy. A great Black Snake, Zuzeca Sapa, will spread itself across the land 
bringing destruction to the land, the water, and the people. The Black Snake is the 
Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL), a $3.8 billion, 1,172- mile pipeline that transports 
half a million barrels of oil a day across four states (North Dakota, South Dakota, 
Iowa, and Illinois) and under the Missouri River twice and under the Mississippi 
River once. A rupture jeopardizes the drinking water of millions of human souls 
and countless other-than-humans who depend on the river for life. While the Black 
Snake prophecy portends doom, it also sparks hope. Indigenous nations will have 
to unite with non-Indigenous allies to protect Unci Maka, Grandmother Earth. 
Few could have imagined it would happen in their lifetimes, except for, perhaps, 
the visionaries themselves who kept the dream alive; and yet it happened, in the 
isolated, rural geography of dirt roads, farmlands, and the lush shorelines of the 
Mni Sose, the Missouri River. The Oceti Sakowin, the Nation of the Seven Coun-
cil Fires of the Lakota- , Dakota- , and Nakota- speaking peoples, was reborn. No 
one could have predicted the movement would spread like wildfire across Turtle 
Island and the world, moving millions to rise up, speak out, and take action. That’s 
how revolutionary moments, and the movements within those moments, come 
about. Freedom and victory are never preordained. A new world at first inhabits 
the shell of the old. In the colonial context, it’s the old world that came before, an 
Indigenous world that never went away, that inhabits the imprisoning shell of the 
new world, waiting to break free. The dream that became one of the largest Indig-
enous uprisings in recent history had been nurtured and carefully brought into 
existence to save the water. It started with the youth.

Youth runners from Standing Rock led grueling hundred- mile and then 
thousand- mile runs to spread the word of the Black Snake threatening their home-
lands. Thousands, and then millions, answered the call. “City by city, block by 
block, we stand with Standing Rock!” “Tell me what the prophecy looks like, this 
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2 is what the prophecy looks like!” “Mni Wiconi! Water is life!” These were the 
chants that rang through city streets across the world and on the isolated county 
and state highways of what is currently North Dakota. Like the #IdleNoMore 
movement in Canada that began in December 2012 that connected First Nations’ 
sovereignty to protection of the environment, #NoDAPL emerged as an Indige-
nous-  and women- led movement. #NoDAPL, however, was not a departure from 
so much as it was a continuation— a moment within a longer movement, but also 
a movement within a moment— of long traditions of Indigenous resistance deeply 
grounded in place and history. (Those histories and struggles include but are not 
limited to Alcatraz 1969, the Trail of Broken Treaties 1972, Wounded Knee 1973, 
the so- called Oka Crisis of 1990, #IdleNoMore 2013, and Unist’ot’en.) Thousands 
tuned in via social media livestreams for minute- by- minute updates whether in 
urban centers or in rural locations of North Dakota, often when mainstream media 
failed to take notice. Because of this critical link connecting this otherwise rural 
geography to the world, the tempo of the camps constructed north of Standing 
Rock kept pace with the massive solidarity organizing elsewhere. It was, and still 
is, a truly grassroots movement.

More than three hundred Native nations and countless allied movements 
planted their flags in solidarity at Oceti Sakowin Camp, the largest of several 
camps. Other camps included Sacred Stone Camp, Rosebud Camp, and Red War-
rior Camp. Oceti Sakowin Camp was north of the Standing Rock Indian Res-
ervation at the confluences of the Cannonball and Missouri Rivers, within the 
boundaries of the 1851 and 1868 Fort Laramie Treaties. Oceti Sakowin Camp 
was situated on the Missouri shoreline, treaty and ancestral land now claimed by 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers after it was flooded in the 1960s by Oahe Dam. 
Oahe was one of the five earthen- rolled Pick- Sloan dams on the Missouri River 
that flooded seven Indian reservations, forcefully dislocating a third of their pop-
ulations. The treaties guarantee the Oceti Sakowin sole jurisdiction of Mni Sose’s 
waterways. The Water Protectors, as they call themselves, vowed to defend the 
treaties and to stop the trespass of DAPL. In doing so, they challenged and rede-
fined the ambit of legal jurisdiction that legitimates the settler state’s claim to lands, 
waters, and peoples not entirely its own. Water Protectors became criminal pre-
cisely because they were generating and upholding a different kind of law contrary 
to settler law (one that places relations with nonhumans, the land, and water equal 
to, or sometimes surpassing, human- made laws), while also reminding the United 
States of its own obligations to uphold its own treaties— its original agreements— 
with the Oceti Sakowin.

In this volume, Craig Howe, Tyler Young, Edward Valandra, LaDonna Brave-
bull Allard, Marcella Gilbert, and Kim TallBear poignantly remind us that the Mni 
Sose, and water in general, is not a thing that is quantifiable according to posses-
sive logics. Mni Sose is a relative: the Mni Oyate, the Water Nation. She is alive. 
Nothing owns her. Thus, the popular Lakotayapi assertion “Mni Wiconi”: water is 



IN
TR

O
D

U
C

TIO
N

3life or, more accurately, water is alive. You do not sell your relative, Water Protec-
tors vow. To be a good relative mandates protecting Mni Oyate from the DAPL’s 
inevitable contamination. This is the practice of Wotakuye (kinship), a recognition 
of the place- based, decolonial practice of being in relation to the land and water.

Mni Wiconi embodies the strength and wisdom of ancestral anticolonial strug-
gles imprinted on the land and Mni Sose. It is also situated in the power and lead-
ership of Indigenous youth and Indigenous women, who are foregrounding the 
way that colonialism functions through race, class, gender, and sexuality to cre-
ate interlocking systems of oppression. Mni Wiconi simultaneously speaks to the 
past, present, and future— catapulting us into a moment of critical, radical reflec-
tion about the colonial wounds and wounding in the spaces between calls to save 
planet Earth and the everyday sociopolitical realities facing Indigenous peoples.

The largest Indigenous uprising in North America in recent memory also 
announced itself at a critical historical conjuncture, not only for Indigenous peo-
ples but for the entire planet. Few could have predicted a humble, Indigenous- led 
movement marching under the banners of #NoDAPL and Mni Wiconi would mark 
the end of the first African American U.S. president’s eight- year legacy. What opti-
mism remained for a drastic change of course from business as usual— mitigating 
cataclysmic human- caused climate change and the earth’s sixth mass extinction 
event— seemed to be shattered by Obama’s successor. An open racist and misog-
ynist running on the slogans “Build the Wall!” and “Make America Great Again” 
was elected president. Empowered by this rhetoric, Nazis and white supremacists 
openly marched in major U.S. cities and strong- armed their way onto college cam-
puses, meeting little opposition from authorities and meeting frequent resistance 
from organized antifascists. Many progressive reforms and gains for Indigenous 
and marginalized peoples have been reversed since Trump’s election. Millions of 
acres of lands, like those at Bears Ears National Monument, a sacred site to five 
Indigenous nations, have been opened up for private industry, specifically uranium 
mining.1 More than a billion acres off the Atlantic, Pacific, and Arctic coasts have 
been opened for oil and gas drilling.2 And the new president began aggressively 
expanding Obama- era domestic energy production policies, which were initi-
ated to drill the United States out of the Great Recession of 2008 primarily at the 
expense of Indigenous lands and lives.3 Days after his January inauguration, Trump 
signed two executive orders fast- tracking DAPL and the all- but- dead Keystone 
XL Pipeline. Weeks later the Army Corps, with the help of Morton County and 
the North Dakota National Guard, carried out a mandatory, forceful eviction of 
Oceti Sakowin, and Sacred Stone Camp was also cleared out. The profound back-
lash against the momentous upsurge at Standing Rock tends to overshadow the 
movement’s importance, within that particular moment in time, a moment that 
deserves to be remembered and reflected upon for generations to come.

If there is a lesson to be learned from the historic movement that began at the 
Standing Rock Indian Reservation to halt DAPL, it is that great men don’t make 
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4 history. Presidents at the helm of a white supremacist empire will not save us or 
the planet. That much is sure. Nor do they, as individual men, doom our collective 
fate. The good people of the earth have always been the vanguards of history and 
radical social change. Such was the case at Standing Rock: everyday people tak-
ing control of their lives. As Marcella Gilbert, LaDonna Bravebull Allard, Lewis 
Grassrope, and Zaysha Grinnell remind us in the volume, it is a deeply intergen-
erational struggle, with grandparents organizing alongside grandchildren and 
sometimes great- grandchildren. Each drew from centuries of Indigenous resis-
tance that didn’t necessarily begin or end at Standing Rock but connected to it in 
profound ways. Likewise, as the diversity of contributors to this collection demon-
strates, those connections cut across many movements and distinct geographies. 
Thus #NoDAPL’s mass appeal. That historic character of the struggle, however, 
also made it the target of widespread state repression.

As rapidly as the movement gained steam, so too did the forces to undermine 
it. On August 19, 2016, North Dakota governor Jack Dalrymple declared a state of 
emergency, fearful an Indigenous uprising would imperil oil companies and their 
profits and thus negatively impact the state’s oil- dependent economy. Under the 
powers of the Emergency Management Assistance Compact (EMAC), a federal 
program that allows states to solicit aid from other states during natural disasters 
or during “community disorders, insurgency, or enemy attack,” North Dakota 
enlisted equipment and personnel from more than seventy- five law enforcement 
agencies from around the country, as well as the North Dakota National Guard, 
Border Patrol, and Homeland Security. In 2015, the state of Maryland made a sim-
ilar EMAC request to crush the Black- led uprisings in Baltimore after police mur-
dered Freddie Gray, a young Black man. In total, the state of North Dakota spent 
roughly $38 million alone in pipeline security expenses, a bill that was later reim-
bursed to the state by federal tax dollars. Chokepoints, armed checkpoints, con-
crete barricades, armored personnel carriers, and miles and miles of concertina 
wire dotted what was otherwise a rural landscape. As a result of the intensification 
of police and military, more than eight hundred Water Protectors were arrested.

The Intercept later revealed that DAPL hired a murky private security firm, 
TigerSwan, to protect its investments. The firm cut its teeth on counterinsurgency 
campaigns waged against militants and civilians in the Middle East as a contractor 
in the United States’ “war on terror,” and now imported that model to a “domes-
tic” counterinsurgency campaign against people praying with water in order to 
protect it. The lines between corporate and state interests were further blurred 
when it was exposed that TigerSwan provided intelligence briefings to the Morton 
County sheriff ’s department, the law enforcement agency in charge of policing the 
#NoDAPL protests. This corporate- state collaboration and the counterintelligence 
campaign it waged against the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe and unarmed, nonvio-
lent Water Protectors was devastatingly effective. Critics are quick to cite the inev-
itability of “progress” as the reason for DAPL’s completion. Indians just happened 
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5to be in the way of that progress— once again. But there was nothing inevitable 
about DAPL. The most powerful state in the history of the world, with its military 
and police hand- in- hand with private security forces, waged a heavily armed, one- 
sided battle against some of the poorest people in North America to guarantee a 
pipeline’s trespass. That Water Protectors held out against the ritualistic brutality of 
tear gas, pepper spray, dog attacks, water cannons, disinformation campaigns, and 
twenty- four- hour surveillance is a pure miracle and a testament to the powerful 
resolve of the Oceti Sakowin, Indigenous peoples, and their allies. Yet the wounds 
inflicted are long- lasting and descend from a longer history of colonial violence.

In this way, the #NoDAPL struggle is a continuation of the Indian wars of exter-
mination. Such a massive militarized mobilization had not been seen in what is 
currently North Dakota since the nineteenth century. Morton County, for instance, 
descends from the infamous Seventh Cavalry and the notorious Colonel George 
Armstrong Custer. In 1873, Custer and his regiment were stationed at Fort Abra-
ham Lincoln near what is currently the town of Mandan, the county seat of Mor-
ton County. The Northern Pacific Railroad threatened to trespass through Oceti 
Sakowin territory crossing the Missouri River at Bismarck, and it met heavy Indig-
enous resistance, much like the current pipeline. The fort took its name from the 
so- called Great Emancipator. The same week Lincoln signed the Emancipation 
Proclamation he also ordered the hanging of thirty- eight Dakota men as punish-
ment for the 1862 Dakota Uprising, which remains the largest mass execution in 
U.S. history. From Fort Lincoln Custer led several expeditions into He Sapa, the 
Black Hills, in search of gold and in blatant violation of the 1868 Fort Laramie 
Treaty. His last sortie to the Little Bighorn Mountains in 1876 aimed to wipe out 
a supposedly hostile Native camp numbering in the thousands. On June 25, 1876, 
just days before the centennial celebrations of U.S. Independence Day, Custer’s 
Seventh Cavalry met its demise at the hands of a Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Oceti 
Sakowin confederacy at the Battle of Greasy Grass. Custer was posthumously pro-
moted to general for his courage.

Whether railroads, gold mines, or oil pipelines, in each instance the Oceti 
Sakowin stood between settlers and unrestricted capital accumulation. Put sim-
ply, the Indian Problem is out of control precisely when Indians stand between 
capitalists and their money. North Dakota, its white- dominated border towns, 
and state authorities simply carry on the legacy of flagrant anti- Indianism, tres-
pass, and retributive violence. While this volume illuminates the sober reality of 
endemic police violence as a tool of corporate plunder, it also points to the polit-
ical possibilities of imagining and reimagining Indigenous decolonization and 
the political project of getting free— freedom for ourselves and the planet. In this 
sense, #NoDAPL wasn’t a failure because DAPL was ultimately built. The move-
ment reignited the fire of Indigenous liberation and reminded us that it is a fire 
that cannot be quelled. It provided, for a brief moment in time, a collective vision 
of what the future could be.
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This collection offers a series of radical engagements with the political resis-
tance at Standing Rock— both in the movement’s specificity as an anticolonial, 
Indigenous- led struggle for liberation from pervasive, ongoing colonial violence, 
which includes the reclamation of Indigenous land/life/authority, and in its ability 
to transcend the borders of U.S. empire and speak to transnational movements for 
decolonization. As Linda Tuhiwai- Smith importantly articulates, “decolonization 
is a process which engages with imperialism and colonialism at multiple levels.”4 
The angles of vision, intellectualism, and architecture of critical resistance reflected 
at Standing Rock are tied to a complex politics of decolonization situated and 
embodied in the theories and practices of rising local, national, and transnational 
movements for revolutionary social change. It is our intention for this book to be 
taken up with this wider context in mind. As many of the contributors aptly point 
out, we must collectively shift our attention to the linkages among respective bat-
tles even though the frontiers of these struggles may exist thousands of miles apart.

Our curatorial approach for this edited collection is explicitly informed by such 
a practice of decolonial politics. It is also underpinned by a desire to showcase mul-
tiple lines of sight, stories emerging from a range of entry points, and a plurality 
of perspectives on the resistance effort. The work presented by the contributors 
sharpens critiques of settler colonialism in the past and present to be sure, but it 
also brings into relief new avenues of political organizing against forms of racial 
capitalism that are highly gendered, colonial state violence, and the destruction 
of land, water, air, humans, and other- than- humans. Through poetry and prose, 
essays, photography, interviews, and politicized intellectual interventions, these 
writers, thinkers, artists, and activists compel us to resurrect colonial history not 
simply as lessons learned but as essential guideposts into current and future radi-
cal political organizing and popular, political education efforts. They prompt us to 
step back and critically examine the intersections among Indigenous, Palestinian, 
and Black struggles for freedom and justice and migrant justice struggles against 
the violence of colonial borders, to view these movements, and a host of others, in 
relation to one another. And they push us to dive deep into ourselves— our own 
epistemologies and social histories, relationships to colonial power, and radical 
possibilities for environmental and social justice that are seeded in our collective 
imaginations and materially rooted in everyday practices of decolonization.

Numerous lines of inquiry stitch the pieces in this collection together. Among 
the most salient that factored into our thinking were these: How do we situate 
Standing Rock within a social, political, cultural, and historical context of Indige-
nous anticolonial resistance against occupation and various forms of state violence 
inherent to settler colonialism? How do we understand Indigenous resurgence as 
making discursive and theoretical interventions in the dominant environmental 
justice movement by foregrounding relationality to land, water, and air through 
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Indigenous youth and the convergence of allied struggles inform transformative 
political possibilities for decolonization? How are social movements and academic 
fields of study accountable to Indigenous nations in the #NoDAPL movement with 
respect to research agendas, advocacy strategies, and education- based interven-
tions? And finally, how does Standing Rock speak to similar movements across 
the globe, and where are the points of convergence and divergence?

It is also important to emphasize that the curatorial scope of this book was 
guided, first and foremost, by the inclusion of Lakota and Dakota scholars and 
many nonacademic contributors whose work is often excluded from edited col-
lections circulating within the academy. The book retains intellectual and politi-
cal rigor and at the same time refuses to adhere to academic publishing standards 
that have historically policed the boundaries of what constitutes “valid” knowledge 
and/or truth claims about our shared world; knowledge, Macarena Gómez- Barris 
reminds us, is also a site of conquest.5 We intended for this book to be widely read, 
to be used within university classrooms but accessible and broad- ranging enough 
that it will be utilized in secondary schools, community settings, youth organi-
zations, social justice collectives, movement building, and on the front lines of 
resistance camps.

Organization of the Book

Standing with Standing Rock: Voices from the #NoDAPL Movement is organized 
around six thematic parts, each bringing a different dimension of the political 
resistance at Standing Rock to the fore. As editors we tried to be extensive and 
as far- reaching as possible in our scope, but a single book can’t do it all. We hope 
this is one of many projects focusing on the movement that took off at Standing 
Rock; we know it will be a movement that will resonate for generations. With this 
in mind, each part has been crafted around specific areas, while each individual 
piece may cut across numerous subjects, histories, and geographies. Throughout 
this volume there are pictures from Indigenous photographers— Jaida Grey Eagle, 
Michelle Latimer, Vanessa Bowen, and Nick Estes— that offer visual engagement 
with the camp and the many actions in support of Standing Rock’s historic struggle.

The first part, “Leading the Resistance,” begins with a series of meditations on 
the dynamics of leadership in the #NoDAPL movement. Kim TallBear, Mark K. 
Tilsen, Zaysha Grinnell, Lewis Grassrope, and David Archambault II each reflect 
on the dynamics of leadership concerning the reunification of the Oceti Sakowin, 
formal leadership from the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, grassroots direct action 
against pipeline construction, the central role of Indigenous youth, and the impor-
tance of challenging heteropatriarchy. Notably, this part highlights the leadership 
of Indigenous youth and women in #NoDAPL and explores how their unique 
knowledge and strategies as leaders strengthened and informed everyday life on 
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enous leadership and traditional governance as they intersect with #NoDAPL is 
also taken up within this first theme.

#NoDAPL is a product of a collective history of struggle and should be placed 
within the larger context of Indigenous resistance, treaties, and relationality to the 
land and water. Part II, “Living Histories,” explores Oceti Sakowin and Indigenous 
histories from multiple vantage points as told through oral histories, histories of 
place, and the histories of treaties. LaDonna Bravebull Allard, Craig Howe and 
Tyler Young, Edward Valandra, Roxanne Dunbar- Ortiz, and Jeffrey Ostler and 
Nick Estes explore, in various ways, the long arc of historical and cultural knowl-
edge about the land and water that are the foundations for the #NoDAPL move-
ment. To destroy the land is also to destroy the histories of the land, and thus limit 
the possibilities of a livable future. “Our people and our histories have a right to 
live,” LaDonna Bravebull Allard reminds us in this volume. “We have a right to 
share that history with the next generation.” This part considers the philosophy 
of Mni Wiconi (Water Is Life) as it relates to the profound responsibilities to the 
river, the land, and its people; it underscores how this relationship tells the history 
of a people but also how it narrates the possibility of a future when our collective 
memory is reconfigured.

Questions of “legality”— who has the right to build a pipeline and who has 
the right to protect water— were at the heart of the DAPL struggle. In the third 
part, “Legal and Sociopolitical Landscapes and State Violence,” Michelle L. Cook, 
Andrew Curley, Layli Long Soldier, Elizabeth Ellis, and Alleen Brown, Will Par-
ish, and Alice Speri examine the multiple levels of jurisdiction and the broad array 
of tactics to halt pipeline construction. These range from high- risk direct action, 
to divestment from the financial institutions backing DAPL and other fossil- fuel 
projects, to mobilizing Indigenous sovereignty in defense of the land, the water, 
and the people. A number of the writers also explore how the police, military, and 
private security are integral to the settler state’s management of the Indian Prob-
lem and how state violence against Indigenous bodies works in tandem with state 
and capitalist exploitation of Indigenous lands.

Further mapping how #NoDAPL is interlinked with strategic pushback against 
metastatic capitalist accumulation that is intertwined with the exploitation of land 
and the people inhabiting those lands, the fourth thematic focus, “Environmen-
tal Colonization,” takes us to discussions of colonialism and finance, as well as to 
dialogues about how resistance efforts like #NoDAPL must be framed as strug-
gles against colonialism. In an interview with Freda Huson, Anne Spice charts 
the history of the Unist’ot’en resistance to pipeline construction and settler- state 
violence, as well as the encampment’s role in promoting Indigenous resurgence 
through land- based cultural practice and intergenerational healing. Shiri Paster-
nak, Katie Mazer, and D. T. Cochrane highlight the enduring continental charac-
ter and political and economic implications of the #NoDAPL movement in terms 
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9of capital reorganization and questions of Indigenous jurisdiction. Jaskiran Dhil-
lon circles back to the ways that Standing Rock defies purely localized analysis 
and highlights key points for consideration within the context of organizing for 
environmental justice. This part brings the notion of “multiple front lines” into 
sharp relief by showcasing the widespread social, political, and economic prac-
tices of environmental colonization and the colonial racism that fuels the violence 
of infrastructure projects.

Educational spaces, both formal and informal, as well as community- based 
teaching and learning centers are central players in popular, political education 
and public awareness campaigns for any social movement. The #NoDAPL move-
ment was no different in this regard. The fifth part of the collection, “Education and 
Critical Pedagogies,” with essays by Sandy Grande, Natalie Avalos, Jason Mancini, 
Christopher Newell, and endawnis Spears, by Tomoki Mari Birkett and Teresa 
Montoya, by Marcella Gilbert, by Sarah Sunshine Manning, and by the New York 
City Stands with Standing Rock Collective, takes up a robust exploration of the 
multiple forms of political and popular education that surfaced during #NoDAPL. 
It provides insight about the myriad forms of cultural production (music and art-
istry) that fueled the movement and communicated important political messages 
(often counter to mainstream media) to a broad public as well as youth leaders. 
As Sarah Sunshine Manning importantly explains in her essay, “compared to the 
standard classrooms of contemporary American education, the camps at Standing 
Rock produced an environment substantially and holistically more supportive for 
Native youth.” Questions of accountability, as they pertain to academic fields of 
study (research agendas, advocacy strategies, and education- based interventions) 
and institutions of higher education, are discussed by the New York City Stands 
with Standing Rock Collective in its discussion of the creation of the Standing 
Rock Syllabus Project.

Finally, the edited collection closes with a distinct focus on Indigenous orga-
nizing and solidarity building. Indeed, one of the most powerful aspects of the 
#NoDAPL movement was its ability to garner support from organizations and col-
lectives engaged in related, but distinct, social movements. Part VI, “Indigenous 
Organizing and Solidarity in Movement Building,” foregrounds the importance 
of intersectional struggles in the fight against DAPL. Michelle Latimer, Kevin 
Bruyneel, David Uahikeaikalei‘ohu Maile, Amin Husain and Nitasha Dhillon, Joel 
Waters, and Katie Mazer, Martin Danyluk, Elise Hunchuck, and Deborah Cowen 
speak to the ways that #NoDAPL aligns with the Movement for Black Lives, strug-
gles against the occupation of Palestine, Kanaka Maoli struggles to protect Mauna 
Kea from the Thirty Meter Telescope, and, perhaps more obviously, a growing 
movement for environmental justice that is being fostered and carried forward by 
an explicit centering of questions of colonialism and occupation. The writing in 
Part VI also does the hard work of opening the door to a much- needed conver-
sation about the ways those fighting for justice and freedom, against the endemic 
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10 violence of the settler state past, present, and future, must join forces while being 
attentive to the specificities of distinctive struggles. These are battles that require 
us to stand together, to find ways to build coalitions across variant political histo-
ries and contemporary life experience, and to remain unified against the colonial 
structures and forces that ultimately threaten the future of everything.

In conclusion, the scope of this book is neither conclusive nor definitive. But 
it should be read as a roadmap of a longer movement within a moment of upris-
ing. Instead of just informing our understanding of that recent past, it should also 
provide lessons, visions, and dreams of a deeper history that precedes and exists 
in spite of violent white supremacist empires like the United States. These histo-
ries and coming Indigenous futures are not settled or defeated but always on the 
horizon, always emerging. This book is simply the wind that stokes the embers 
of past and forthcoming Indigenous resistance, allied struggles, and a decolonial 
future for all things that make life possible.

NOTES

 1. See Angelo Baca, “Bears Ears Is Here to Stay,” New York Times, December 8, 2017, 
https://www.nytimes.com.

 2. See “Trump Expands Offshore Drilling in ‘Assault’ on Biodiversity and Coastal 
and Indigenous Communities,” Democracy Now!, January 11, 2018, https://www 
.democracynow.org.

 3. See Robert Rapier, “The Irony of President Obama’s Oil Legacy,” Forbes, January 
15, 2016.

 4. Linda Tuhiwai- Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peo-
ples (New York: Zed Books, 1999), 20.

 5. Macarena Gómez- Barris, Extractive Zone:  Social Ecologies and Decolonial Perspec-
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“Two- Spirit Camp Grand Entry.” Photograph by Nick Estes.
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BADASS INDIGENOUS WOMEN CARETAKE 
RELATIONS
#STANDINGROCK, #IDLENOMORE, #BLACKLIVESMATTER

Kim TallBear

This is an expanded and revised version of an essay that was originally published 
December 22, 2016, on the Cultural Anthropology website as part of the Hot Spots series.

Women of the Oceti Sakowin, or the Seven Council Fires, are at the center of the 
movement at Standing Rock. Our peoples are also known as Dakota, Lakota, and 
Nakota. With allies from around the world, the Oceti Sakowin work to protect 
the water and land from the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL). Rerouted from an 
original path near North Dakota’s capital city of Bismarck, DAPL cuts through 
Oceti Sakowin treaty lands at the edge of the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation, 
and beneath Mni Sose, the Missouri River. The Oceti Sakowin Camp, a “unified 
encampment of Water Protectors,” has a mission to not only protect “land and 
water against the Dakota Access Pipeline,” but to assure “the welfare of all people 
by honoring human rights, treaties, agreements, and cultures” and “to peacefully 
and prayerfully defend our rights, and rise up as one to sustain Mother Earth and 
her inhabitants.”1

Standing Rock Shares Ground with Idle No More, Berta Cáceres

The Standing Rock movement continues the momentum of Indigenous and other 
women- led social and environmental movements. Idle No More (INM), for exam-
ple, was founded in 2012 in Saskatoon, Canada, by four women— three Indige-
nous (Jessica Gordon, Sylvia McAdam, Nina Wilson) and one non- Indigenous 
ally (Sheelah McLean).2 INM connected Bill C- 45, introduced by the Conserva-
tive Harper government, which attacked environmental protections, to violations 
of Indigenous land and treaty rights in Canada. In January 2013, INM articulated 
a vision for their movement focused on “Indigenous ways of knowing rooted 
in Indigenous sovereignty to protect water, air, land and all creation for future 
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generations.”3 It organized peaceful round dances in public spaces and blockades 
of rail lines and highways to bring attention to fossil- fuel and other industry injus-
tices and infringements on Indigenous land rights. Indigenous peoples’ recogni-
tion that our lives and treaty rights are also dependent upon the well- being of our 
other- than- human relatives, water, and land sparked both INM and Standing Rock 
into being. The view is that Indigenous movements do this not only for Indigenous 
peoples, but for everyone. The work of renowned Lenca environmental activist 
Berta Cáceres of Honduras also comes to mind. Her activism combined defense 
of Indigenous rights with defense of the environment. Tragically, she was assassi-
nated in her home on March 3, 2016, after repeated threats on her life.

LaDonna Bravebull Allard, Standing Rock Sioux Tribe’s historic preserva-
tion officer and founder of the movement’s Sacred Stone Camp (one of several 
#NoDAPL camps at Standing Rock), speaks explicitly to settler colonialism and 
Indigenous genocide. Indigenous people have been killed outright, but another 
tactic to eliminate us is to sever our relations with the land and our other- than- 
human relatives. Bravebull Allard writes about police violence committed against 
nonviolent, prayerful Standing Rock Water Protectors while the all- White, heavily 
armed Bundy militia was acquitted of charges after its armed takeover in early 2016 
of federal land. But this is not strictly an issue of racially disparate treatment of 
human beings. Bravebull Allard ties the fate of Indigenous peoples to the fate of the 
land and to nonhumans: “The land they claimed to take back was cleared of our 
relatives and the buffalo nation so that white ranchers like the Bundys could graze 
their cattle there.”4 In earlier centuries, and still today, the U.S. colonial state and 
its White supremacist citizens, be they armed ranchers or oil industry executives 
and their private security henchmen, work to eliminate Indigenous peoples from 
these lands and they work to eliminate our relations with these lands and waters 
in order to ensure White occupation and profit. The tied oppressions and fates of 
Indigenous peoples and our other- than- human relations is a key ethic undergird-
ing both Standing Rock’s and Idle No More’s actions.

Faith Spotted Eagle, Ihanktonwan Dakota elder and a founder of the Brave 
Heart Society, which links environmental assaults to sexual violence against Indig-
enous women, also explains the entangled lives of Indigenous people and the land 
upon which our peoplehoods depend:

I think it’s the rebirth of a Nation, and I think that all of these young people dreamed 
that one day they would live in a camp like this because they heard the old people 
tell the stories of living along the river. They heard them talking about the camp-
fires and the Horse Nation. And they’re actually living it. . . . Resistance is demon-
strated by the fact that we’re alive. Because when you look at the genocide that has 
happened to our people we shouldn’t even be here. . . . No matter what they do to 
us, no matter what that pipeline does, at some point in the future these prayers are 
going to take power and that pipeline is going to be destroyed.5
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15The English words “Nation” or “People” are translations for the word “Oyate” in 
our Indigenous language. I hear Spotted Eagle referring to the rebirth not of a bet-
ter U.S. nation- state, but to the resurgence of nations— both human and other- 
than- human— living in good relation. Her English name “Faith” reminds me that 
it is not Barack Obama’s U.S. exceptionalist “hope” or “progress” for redeeming 
a nation- state built on a foundation of White supremacy that spurs us to action. 
Rather, it is faith in these Indigenous women- led movements that provide alter-
native visions for being better relatives with each other and with the planet. I also 
know younger women who are doing physically, intellectually, and emotionally 
difficult organizing work at Standing Rock. I won’t name them. I don’t have pub-
lished comments to draw from. I have instead private emails, Skype and Facebook 
message conversations. But like our elders whom I have cited, they too lead and 
teach our peoples and others everyday with their strength and vision for living in 
better relation as Oceti Sakowin, as humans. The work of these women preceded 
and will go beyond the important historical moment that is these camps. I have 
faith in the vision of these women.

Two Spirit leadership has also been key to both Standing Rock and Idle No 
More. Alex Wilson— Idle No More activist, University of Saskatchewan professor, 
and Two Spirit scholar— explains that Two Spirit people “can encourage political 
and personal transformation.” Wilson and Melody McKiver— a Two Spirit videog-
rapher with Idle No More— agree that “Although two- spirit people have different 
roles depending on the particular Indigenous community they belong to, a general 
understanding is that they encourage open- mindedness. . . . They are necessary 
for a community to be balanced.”6 A Two Spirit camp was established at Standing 
Rock, and Indigenous people there have organized under the banner of the Two 
Spirit Nation.7 Oglala Lakota tribal member and trans and queer health care spe-
cialist Candi Brings Plenty has been a visible Two Spirit advocate in the Standing 
Rock movement. The Indigenous rights and environmental justice work of Berta 
Cáceres also linked LGBTQ oppression to the oppression of Indigenous peoples 
by the same powerful interests who also assault the planet.8

Black Lives Matter

I must also recognize Black Lives Matter that was founded by three Black women: 
Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi. #BlackLivesMatter emerged as a 
hashtag and movement in 2013 after the acquittal of George Zimmerman, killer of 
seventeen- year- old Trayvon Martin in Florida. Black Lives Matter also responded 
to multiple heartbreaking incidents of police brutality against Black people nation-
wide. In November 2015, Yvonne S. Marquez published an article on Autostrad-
dle.com: “Badass Black Queer Women Paved the Way for the Mizzou Movement.” 
Marquez explained that students demonstrating against structural racism on the 
University of Missouri campus, including Black male athletes who brought the 
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university to its knees by refusing to play ball, were “inspired by the Black Lives 
Matter movement. . . . And just like the Black Lives Matter movement, the #Con-
cernedStudent1950 group was led and organized by queer black women.”9 Black 
Lives Matter activists have also worked on behalf of other vulnerable communities, 
for criminal justice reform broadly, for the rights of trans and gender nonconform-
ing people, for domestic workers, for immigrant justice, and for human rights. I see 
their social justice organizing as powerful acts of (queer) women- led governance.

As a Dakota feminist, and observer and supporter of Black Lives Matter, I also 
see Black women who lead the movement as sharing ground with Indigenous 
women from Standing Rock and Idle No More. I see all of these women care-
taking their peoples and kin, and I watch closely the conceptual, emotional, and 
organizing work their movements for change take. I will clarify two points: (1) I 
use “kin” in ways that contradict patriarchal White settler ideas of it. I do not refer 
only to close biological or even human relatives alone. Standing Rock and Idle No 
More link the protection of Indigenous peoples and Indigenous treaty rights to 
the protection of the earth and our other- than- human relatives. Black Lives Mat-
ter activists also seem to caretake and make what I as a Dakota would call kin as 
they defend bodies marginalized in a brutal anti- Black, antitrans, anti- immigrant, 
antiworker, etc., world. (2) When I speak of these women- led movements as a form 
of caretaking, I do not view this as the domain alone of cisgendered, biologically 
reproductive women. Nor do I view women period as being the only members 
of our communities who caretake. Men clearly play important caretaking roles. 
Standing Rock Sioux Tribe Chairman Dave Archambault II is strategically work-
ing the federal- tribal government- to- government legal channels to resist DAPL’s 
intrusion into Oceti Sakowin territory. We see young men on horseback and on 
foot at the frontlines of the #NoDAPL movement. Men, like women, are cultural 
knowledge holders and teachers. In all of these movements, men as well as gender 
nonconforming people and brave youth (they deserve a special shout- out) care-
take our peoples, make and caretake relations, and add to our collective strength. 
But the women- led condition of these movements is striking.10

Not Indigenous Rights versus “the Environment”

Despite the clarity of the vision at Standing Rock, their core analytical framework 
and ethical approach to #NoDAPL is missed by some observers. As I hope I have 
made clear, this is not a movement in which there are two separate issues that just 
happen to align around the Oceti Sakowin resistance to the Dakota Access Pipe-
line. I have seen commentators in the press and on social media— Indigenous 
and non- Indigenous alike— describe #NoDAPL as bringing together two sepa-
rate struggles: Indigenous rights, Indigenous sovereignty, and human rights on 
the one hand; and climate change or defense of “the environment” on the other. 
Such observers understandably worry about the hijacking of the Indigenous rights 
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17struggle by opportunistic environmental activists who are not sufficiently invested 
in our survival as Indigenous peoples. But I also suspect that hierarchical Western 
binaries that assert human needs as a priority— as somehow not always already 
intimately entangled with the fate of other- than- human communities— also taints 
some Indigenous thinking. The culture/nature or human/animal divide misses the 
point of the Oceti Sakowin and their allies at Standing Rock identifying themselves 
as “Water Protectors.” It is a fundamental misunderstanding of the core ethical 
framework that guides the Oceti Sakowin resistance to DAPL. The human beings 
gathered there stand with their other- than- human relations— with the water, the 
land, and the many other nonhuman nations who reside within Oceti Sakowin 
historic lands— a place with which the Oceti Sakowin is coconstituted. LaDonna 
Bravebull Allard makes beautifully plain this human- place coconstitution:

Erasing our footprint from the world erases us as a people. These sites must be pro-
tected, or our world will end; it is that simple. If we allow an oil company to dig 
through and destroy our histories, our ancestors, our hearts and souls as a people, 
is that not genocide?11
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IN THE BEGINNING

Mark K. Tilsen

We sleep to peyote songs and raucous laughter
Young men stretching their first war whoops
and mocking rooster crows answer from the tipis
We wake to geese calls,
before sunrise the loud yapping of packs of coyotes
that always remind of a small horde of freshmen jostling one another in the 
hallways
The Bros of the animal world
If we win
These sounds will greet our great grandchildren
and one day
I’ll be there on the hill with white hair
on the microphone hologram
Talking about these mad days when the
Hunkpapa called
and We answered.
I might even embellish how brave I was
Or important
If we fail
only silence
I ask all my grandmothers and grandfathers
living and dead
Be with us now
Bear witness
Help us find the will
to do what needs to be done
I am not going to die here
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I don’t want to be arrested
And I am too big to run
But I am not a fighter, not really
I don’t see what lies ahead
There is so much that could’ve been done
We ought to have reached out to our Black brothers and sisters to stand with us
Sent out our most respectable to every
Mayor’s office, city council meeting
PTA, School board, and town hall
on the Missouri, every town and farming community that drinks this water or 
the pipeline crosses
And
Doesn’t really matter now.
We are here
They are coming
All I ask of myself is to live these next few days well
The Camp is waking up
Hoka.

“Water Protector.” Photograph by Nick Estes.
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 “THIS FIGHT HAS BECOME MY LIFE,  
AND IT’S NOT OVER”
AN INTERVIEW WITH ZAYSHA GRINNELL

Jaskiran Dhillon

A version of this interview was first published on December 22, 2016, on 
the Cultural Anthropology website as part of the Hot Spots series.

Jaskiran Dhillon: I’m here with Zaysha Grinnell, a fifteen- year- old Indigenous 
young woman (and a sophomore in high school) who is an enrolled member of 
the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara Nations located in northwestern North Dakota. 
Zaysha lives on the Fort Berthold Reservation and is one of many courageous 
Indigenous youth who have been leaders in the struggle against the Dakota Access 
Pipeline (DAPL). Zaysha, can you explain what prompted you to become involved 
with the resistance against DAPL?

Zaysha Grinnell: In the recent years my reservation, Fort Berthold, has become 
known as part of the “oil boom.” As a young person I noticed the differences all 
around me due to this extraction project— in the environment, the lands, the peo-
ple. I saw the lands that I had grown up on getting destroyed little by little, drill 
by drill. The people I grew up to love and care for were being sexually abused and 
sexually harassed on a daily basis. When these oil companies come in they bring 
in the men. These men bring with them the man camps and with that comes vio-
lence and sex trafficking. Indigenous women and girls near the camps are really 
affected by this, and we are not going to put up with it. Making more girls into 
leaders, because we witness it firsthand, is so important. As a young Indigenous 
woman, I can feel the suffering of my people. I always remember this feeling; even 
speaking to you about it right now I remember it— the hurt in my heart seeing 
this happening to my people. I vowed to myself that I would never let myself feel 
this way again.

When I heard about the Dakota Access Pipeline and how they wanted to run 
it through our Missouri River, the very water we depend on for so many things, 
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I knew it was time to stand up to protect it. When this pipeline breaks, it would 
not only affect us, as people, but the animals and aquatic life would be impacted 
too. Basically everything that my people value and care for is at great risk of being 
harmed.

JD: How did you decide to take action or “stand up” as you say?

ZG: In May 2016 I created a youth group called the Modern Day Warriors in oppo-
sition to the Dakota Access Pipeline. The Modern Day Warriors vowed to not 
only protect our lands from this pipeline, but to protect our Mother Earth, Ihcca 
Awahe. Since the beginning of this struggle, this group has stood with Standing 
Rock and the Sacred Stones Camp. And we created a petition to stop the pipeline, 
which now has over eight thousand signatures. We also helped out in the rallies 
and spoke to members of my tribe to get them to support Standing Rock. There 
are other youth besides me doing this too. We have the Oceti Sakowin youth run-
ners and runners from Rezpect Our Water who have run thousands of miles to 
raise awareness about the pipeline, and there are more and more youth groups 
being created all over to fight against DAPL. The Standing Rock International 
Youth Council helps a lot within the camp, and they work closely with the elders 
too. We know how to get information out there, and we are spreading it through 
social media. The elders pass on their wisdom to us so we are able to do these 
things, and we will keep going until our lands are permanently protected against 
the destruction. The more youth that come and join us the more power we have, 
and we are reclaiming the resistance that comes from our ancestors.

JD: Your last comment leads directly to my next question: How is your leadership 
as an Indigenous young woman guided by the history of resistance led by Indig-
enous Nations across Turtle Island?

ZG: Our ancestors protected and honored this earth, and every day I try to walk 
in their footsteps the best I can. And I’m going to continue to do that. Everyone at 
Standing Rock is going to continue to do that. Our ancestors are known for their 
strength and resilience because of the things they went through for us to be here 
today, and that same thing is within us because we carry it in our DNA. When we 
are on the front lines, that’s when that strength and resilience is pumping through 
our veins the most. This fight isn’t just about one pipeline. It’s about protecting 
Mother Earth, Ihcca Awahe. It’s about caring for our land and water. This is the 
time of the seventh generation, a time when the young take a stand for the future. 
We are leading everyone in a good way and showing people how to live a better life.

JD: If you could leave the readers of this interview with one final message, what 
would it be?
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23ZG: This is a historical time, not just because of how much of an impact we’re 
making at Standing Rock but because everything we are fighting for is about the 
future of our generations to come. I want my children to know what it’s like to 
drink clean water and breathe clean air. There have to be other alternatives for 
the resources we need; we can’t afford to continue destroying the earth just to put 
money in our pockets. When Mother Earth comes crashing down will the money 
matter? It won’t, because we’ll be busy just trying to survive. There is no alternative 
to water. There is no alternative to this Earth. This fight has become my life, and 
it’s not over. I think this is only the beginning for me, for all of us. Do you want 
a future for your children and grandchildren? If you want them to have a future 
then stand with Standing Rock because this is just the beginning of a revolution.
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TRADITIONAL LEADERSHIP AND THE  
OCETI SAKOWIN
AN INTERVIEW WITH LEWIS GRASSROPE

Nick Estes

This interview was conducted on January 14, 2018.

Nick Estes: I’m here with Lewis Grassrope, from Kul Wicasa Oyate, the Lower 
Brule Sioux Tribe. Lewis, can you introduce yourself?

Lewis Grassrope: My name is Lewis Grassrope. That’s my English name, but my 
Lakota name is Wicahpi Ksapa. I come from the Kul Wicasa Ospaye, but I also 
come from the Peji Wakan Tiospaye.

NE: Lewis, one thing that a lot of people know about the camps is that they were 
named after our nation, Oceti Sakowin. Can you give a little background on where 
the name Oceti Sakowin comes from and its significance?

LG: That’s a big question itself. There’s some discussion about it. But either way 
Oceti Sakowin and Peta Ga Sakowin all mean the same thing in the end. One 
means stoves and the other means fires. But it’s all basically the same. The true 
meaning is the actual Seven Council Fires. The Tintonwan, the Lakotas, are also 
made of Seven Council Fires, which is where the Kul Wicasa or the Sicangus come 
from. There are many nations, many tribes that are just a little clannish or smaller 
but they’re all part of the original council fires. There’s the Mdewakantonwan, Sis-
sintonwan, Wahpekute, and Wahpetonwan who are the Dakota people. Then there 
are the Ihanktonwan and Ihanktonwanna. That’s seven.

Those are the ones that consist of the original traditional governments that 
we all have in our nation. This makes one great big nation. That’s how we come 
together and that’s why we are considered the Oceti Sakowin. . . . 
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Sakowin, but they also had the camp horn to show the reunification. Can you 
explain that significance of uniting or reuniting the nations?

LG: For a brief history, the last time that the Oceti Sakowin was ever together was 
before and during the encroachment of white people or Europeans onto our lands. 
We united to resist this initial encroachment. Then it was reunited during Standing 
Rock. The intention was to unite our tribes, to unite the clans and all the different 
types of nations, different dialects, to come together. But we were actually brought 
together to resist the same thing— encroachment again! [laughs]

NE: [laughs] How were each of the leaders from each of the nations or the different 
bands selected traditionally and how are they selected today?

LG: We’re still trying to figure that out. Usually every tribe has their own Naca, and 
there’s many Itancans underneath him. There’s not just one chief, there are many. 
But there’s usually one that will stand out, and that will probably be your elder, 
one of your elders that have been through a lot in their life and has earned every 
feather that they wear. He would be the representative. That’s the way that they 
were chosen. But they were never seen as the actual leader of their nations or their 
respective Tiospayes or Ospayes. They were just representatives. They were picked 
or chosen for negotiations and everything that comes with that. It was about being 
a negotiator, about being a politician, but then they’re also not considered poli-
ticians as we understand politicians today. They were considered to be very ikce 
men, very common men. They were known for their values and how they earned 
their feathers. They would come together to speak on behalf of their tribes, but 
they would never make a decision without consulting with the rest of the tribe first.

How they were chosen is a good question because we are still trying to figure 
that out. When it came to Standing Rock, they picked, they chose who was there 
at camp. We were just there for the camp. We were there for the people. We were 
asked to represent our tribes or chosen to represent an unci, a grandma. That’s 
how we were chosen for kind of the same reason as before. It had even more to do 
with who had a camp, which camps were represented, and bringing them together 
to come together to stand against DAPL.

NE: The Oceti Sakowin has multiple levels beginning at the Tiospaye level, going 
up to the Ospaye level, and then finally the Oyate. Tiospaye means family or 
extended family. Ospaye means something like the larger band of families. Then 
Oyate means the people or the larger nation. But even Oyate is kind of difficult 
because it means many things. You could say Oyate to mean a smaller nation, or 
you could say Oyate to mean a larger nation. . . . 
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LG: That’s like I said, it’s the majority of what we talk about. We can’t go back to 
Tiospayes because the way that we are in this time and age. You can’t go to Oyate 
because you’re falling underneath the same thing that the modern tribal reserva-
tion governments are actually based on. So you have Kul Wicasa, Rosebud, Oglala, 
etc. They’re all underneath Oyate. But we would have to fall back into Ospaye 
because Ospaye means that we’re all kind of part of each tribe. In all reality, when 
we talk about actual relatives we actually mean it. We’re all related! [laughs]

NE: Yeah. [laughs] No one is the nation, the Oyate. We’re all the Oyate.

LG: We’re part of those tribes, those Ospayes, but we’re all one nation. We’re not 
separate nations. We’re all part of the— and I don’t even like using the word Sioux— 
the Great Sioux Nation. But the larger nation is Sioux itself. We’re a part of the 
Sioux Nation. There’s no difference between Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota. Those 
are just the dialects that were spoken at the time. So we all come from one big 
tribe, one big Oyate. [laughs]

NE: One big nation.

LG: Yeah.

NE: The difficulty that you’re talking about is that people identify based on reserva-
tion, and they don’t identify based on Tiospaye, or family, or even, to some degree, 
Ospaye because in a place like Standing Rock, for example, you have Dakota and 
Lakota people. There, you have Hunkpapa as well as Ihanktonwan. So what you’re 
saying is that there has been a move to think of more broadly in terms of Oyate, 
one nation, versus thinking specifically about these kind of smaller, reservation- 
based political divisions. Is that something that’s a result of this organizing? This 
idea of the Oceti Sakowin?

LG: Well it’s not really the ideal, it’s the way that it works. The reason why I would 
say I want to separate from Oyate because Oyate is tied in with the IRA govern-
ments.1 We don’t want to use that because that’s what their government is already 
labeling us, as something separate. So when you talk about Ospaye because the 
fact is we all come from different places. That is what I mean by the Ospaye. Our 
families are all from different places, you know. Some of us may have Ihanktonwan 
blood. Some of us may have Ihanktonwanna blood. Some of us may have Hunk-
papa blood. Some of us may have Oglala blood. Due to the way that the govern-
ment has set us up into pedigree law, basically saying that we’re all from different 
places but in all reality we’re all bands, bands of the same nation, you know? So 
that’s where it comes from there.



A
N

 IN
TER

V
IE

W
 W

ITH
 LE

W
IS

 G
R

A
S

S
R

O
P

E
27NE: Yeah, so there’s a lot of, there’s a lot of complexity and just saying Oceti Sakowin 

because it means so many different things. The idea of being Lakota, Dakota, or 
Nakota is very complicated is what you’re saying. When you say that the Oceti 
Sakowin is reuniting then people have to figure out what does that actually mean 
and what does it actually look like.

LG: Yeah, that’s where we’re at because like I explained earlier is that it’s been over 
a hundred something years since it’s actually been done. And a lot of it has to go 
back to our oral history with the people that are actually keepers of those old sto-
ries and the keepers of our ways, especially our ceremonies. We had to go through 
a lot of searching and a lot of knowledge- finding to actually figure how we would 
put up the horn, or how you would form the actual encampment of Oceti Sakowin. 
We call it the horn because it’s shaped like a buffalo horn.

NE: At the same time, there’s also a broader political consciousness around that we, 
for lack of a better word, Sioux people, hold much more in common. This brings up 
another question. You talked about the Indian Reorganization Act governments. 
Prior to their formation there were the treaty councils, which kind of came out of 
this older political organization, or traditional organization of the Oceti Sakowin. 
The treaty councils were based on people who had signed the 1868 Fort Laramie 
Treaty. Can you talk about the significance of the treaty councils?

LG: The Indian Reorganization Act was actually given to us, actually imposed on 
us as a mockery. It’s just a mockery type of government of the corporation of what 
the United States actually is. It was imposed onto our tribes, but they would not 
recognize our traditional government. The reason being, in layman’s terms, is that 
it’s like during a war or in a military action. They want to know who the leader 
is. In our traditional governments we really have no leader. We had leaders but 
we didn’t have them out in the front, as we see now. Today’s politicians want to 
be out in the limelight. We had people that didn’t have anything like that. It was 
kind of like a republic. It came from the people, the decisions. But those are the 
things that the U.S. government disliked. The reason being is because some peo-
ple, some of our greatest leaders in our history, did not agree with some people, 
went off on their own, and went on the warpath. That was the basis of why they 
didn’t accept any of our governments because we were allowed to leave if we didn’t 
agree with something.

Then it led to the actual 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty in which we asked respectful 
Nacas of the time to act in accordance for their people to come to terms of peace 
with the United States and to stop the war that the United States imposed on us. 
It was done in that way, and it was basically a peace treaty. After that happened 
there came the 1889 [Indian Appropriation] Act or the Sioux Agreement . . .  and 
then it became these councils, these old men that were a part of the ’68 treaty and 
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then their families carried it on. It was kind of like a hereditary thing. But they 
carried on the way of sitting on these councils to keep trying to hold the United 
States accountable to that treaty that was made. There’s a long history of it, but 
treaty councils came way after. I think it was in the 1920s and during the time of 
the Indian Reorganization Act.

Treaty councils came from respectful people from our tribes. They were cho-
sen to represent the tribes, to go out and report back, and to go see what’s going on 
in Indian Country and within our lands so that we could take it back to our peo-
ple. . . . I could sit here talking for hours. [laughs] But what it all comes down to is 
the treaty councils are basically kind of forms of old traditional government. They 
were a part of the IRA at one time when they first started. When they found out 
that they were blockaded because they basically said you have to go to your IRA 
government rather than the traditional government, they stepped away from the 
IRA because they didn’t want to remain in that type of government. They wanted 
to be their own traditional government, which is what a lot of people are fight-
ing to get back today. But like I said it’s a long history. Treaty councils are there 
on the grassroots level. They are there to keep the traditions alive and there to be 
a reminder of some of the things, such as we aren’t tied down by any government 
or bound by any government to act in their accordance versus an IRA govern-
ment where they’re actually confined to it, they have to abide by what their U.S. 
government says.

NE: The IRA government system is set up so that the federal government has the 
final say, whereas in the traditional governance system the everyday people had 
the final say. That brings up a question about gender and leadership. Men weren’t 
historically the only leaders of the Oceti Sakowin. Yet, when Europeans first arrived 
who came from male- dominated societies, of course they wouldn’t talk to Native 
women when they saw women as inferior. That’s why they created treaty systems 
where only Native men were consulted. What was the role of women in tradi-
tional leadership?

LG: That question is being pondered right now. What a majority of us are trying 
to do is bring back a traditional government where women always had a say. They 
never didn’t have a say. After the treaty was signed, a lot of the men during that 
time were warriors, and leaders stepped back from being out in the front. Some 
of them took the ceremonies and all this knowledge to the underground, so that 
it wouldn’t disappear into history. When we look into that now, women played an 
important role. If you look at history and the pictures that are out there, even from 
Sahiyela, our Cheyenne relatives, you see that there were women that did wear 
headdresses. There were women that actually had societies, women societies that 
were warrior societies. And there were a lot more societies out there where women 
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it wasn’t a matriarchy or a matriarchal society, it was actually complementary and 
an egalitarian society where we worked hand in hand with each other, collabora-
tively and collectively so that way women had the say so, too.

The reason you bring up this question is because, yeah, today what we’re hear-
ing is women can’t be in these meetings, because these are men’s meetings. And 
that’s kind of a tradition, but it’s also a way of saying that, letting people know 
because people think that when men go into the meeting they make a decision 
that’s it, it’s done, it’s over. But in reality, in most, in the final, that traditional gov-
ernment they never did. They would sit in there and listen and take everything in. 
I mean, these meetings would take probably three, four days, maybe even weeks. 
They would go back to their Tiospaye then and talk and listen to their women and 
their men that were there. If the women said no, that was no. If men took it into 
a meeting and were trying to make decisions on their own and a woman came in 
and threw a rock into the middle of that meeting, that ended the meeting. This 
goes back to actually creating traditional governance. The old teachings of it are 
that women have to have had their part. There was a women’s society actually 
involved in the traditional government. Women played a big role just as much as 
the men. . . . 

NE: So it wasn’t just men making decisions behind closed doors but it was actu-
ally a very democratic, open process. If somebody didn’t agree with someone else 
or a decision that was being made they could say so. It sounds like what you’re 
saying is that women also had the ultimate veto power. They could throw a rock 
into a meeting and just end it right there. But also if people didn’t like a decision 
or the direction that a certain camp was going, they could just leave. The reser-
vation system created conditions where if people disagree with each other there 
is nowhere to go. It’s created a different dynamic around how all of these sorts of 
political and social relations work out.

Wiconi Un Tipi at Lower Brule wasn’t a camp that started because of the 
#NoDAPL protest, but it began with the Keystone XL Pipeline protest. Can you 
talk about that particular history?

LG: That’s a good history in itself. [laughs] For Wiconi Un Tipi, we had no knowl-
edge or prior knowledge of things that were going on within our IRA tribal gov-
ernments, so some of us went to a treaty meeting to go find out what was going 
on. That process informed us that our tribe was in a working relationship with 
TransCanada, the owner of Keystone XL Pipeline. From there we had to go face 
the music with our other relatives in Sicangu land and throughout Oceti Sakowin 
where we were told that we were sellouts, since everyone else opposed the pipe-
line. But in the end they knew that we didn’t know so they helped us to start a 
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camp. It was right after Rosebud had their camp up. After their camp was made 
we started ours and went forward to fight against our Indian Reorganization Act 
council because they were still in cahoots with TransCanada.

We gained a lot of camaraderie and rebuilding old kinships within the tribe, 
and a lot of it had to do with just coming together in unity. From that point on we 
went forward the best we could. We made it through the first round of Keystone 
XL Pipeline and ended up beating it. After that was done we all kind of sat back, 
relaxed, thinking we were done doing our work. But Standing Rock happened. 
Then we were asked to go up there. Some of us felt it in our heart because we had 
fought against a big pipeline that we should go up there. But we also felt the spir-
itual calling of what Standing Rock was about, so we went. We went up there and 
stayed the duration, as long as we could until the end. Then we came back here 
to Lower Brule, taking the majority of our camp that we had in Standing Rock. 
We’ve been going ever since then and now we’re standing back in opposition to 
Keystone XL.

NE: Right, because Trump fast- tracked the Dakota Access Pipeline the second week 
he was in office and then fast- tracked Keystone XL. Right now, Keystone XL is in 
limbo about whether or not it’s financially doable.

LG: That’s the big question right now. That’s where it’s at. Our camp was put up 
to keep the movement going forward from Oceti Sakowin, from everything that 
happened at Standing Rock, and still go forward to try to reestablish that old tra-
ditional governance, to go forward in the best way we can for our nation’s sur-
vival. We’re also here to oppose what Trump may have coming down the pipe for 
all nations, not just Lakota, Dakota, Nakota, for all tribal nations. I know there 
are things that we’re looking at in this camp, trying to figure out how can we go 
forward the best way we can. As you can see in the news headlines, we aren’t the 
only ones. There’s a lot of them trying to do the same.

NE: Right. It’s important to point out too that it’s not just Trump because the 
majority of the #NoDAPL movement happened under the Obama administra-
tion. Trump accelerated that process of oil and gas development, but a lot of that 
happened under Obama’s administration as well. It’s not so much a question about 
who’s in charge. It’s a question of how the ikce wicasa, the humble people, the 
common people, take matters into their own hands. That’s what moved me and a 
lot of others from Kul Wicasa about Wiconi Un Tipi. It was in 2013 that we had 
the community town hall meeting about Keystone XL about what we were going 
to do. As far as I know, those kind of town hall meetings hadn’t happened for 
decades, you know?
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NE: Right.

LG: And it’s still carrying on so . . .  I mean you’re right on that.

NE: This fire has been lit and it’s still continuing to burn. This gets into the broader 
vision of not just Oceti Sakowin and not just Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota people. 
This movement wasn’t just about us and our lands, even though it very much was. 
But it was about other people. No one was really turned away from camp. And 
people ask, what would happen if we actually upheld the treaties? People think 
that we would do the same to them as they did to us which means kick them off 
their land and genocide them, but that didn’t happen. You had a bunch of people 
show up because they knew those treaties were important. Can you kind of talk 
about that larger vision?

LG: Well, that kind of thing happened in Standing Rock. A lot of people came 
together. It was like our people had been sleeping for so long and living the way 
that we have, and then we woke up! We didn’t step away from our way of life, but 
we are finding the way back to it. Like you said, it’s just not our people, it’s every-
one. And it’s awakening people to see that they have a power within themselves 
rather than in a politician or anybody else that has a higher say. Because they’re 
the ones that are being affected, and I think that’s what the movement was really 
about, the little Joe Shmoes or the little people. For us to uphold our treaty, declare 
our sovereignty, and hold the U.S. government accountable for honoring our trea-
ties and staying true to them, we had to open the eyes of a lot of our other sister 
nations around. Sister, brother nations from all over Turtle Island were willing to 
have stand up in the same way because they knew that if anybody is going to help 
save this world or bring back some type of restorative balance it’s going to be the 
Native people and it’s going to be helping the very people who are the cause of 
traumatic history. But we still hold that value of being a good relative or practic-
ing kinship and showing people a different way to get out of capitalist thinking.

The bigger picture is about trying to restore things without the way everybody 
always thinking that we have to rely on our government to supply for us or we 
have to do this. The movement is bringing back the way of being self- sustainable, 
self- sufficient. This is due to the prior administrations and the many administra-
tions that have wanted to get out of the treaty business. A lot of us Native people 
are coming out of that silence, have been voicing their concerns more, and getting 
people to actually see that if we don’t change, Mother Nature will. It comes down 
to man- made law versus spiritual law, which we know spiritual law or natural law 
will win. But the whole movement was based off of Mother Earth. For us, it has 
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always been about that direction and the spirits that have come to us and showed 
us there’s a direction that we must follow. The funny thing about— not really the 
funny thing but the touchy thing about it, what happened in Standing Rock, it’s 
bringing every ethnicity, different walks and ways of life together because they were 
called there for the same reason too. Now the majority of the people are wanting 
to go back to being who they really are and working with each other as any reli-
gion basically tells us in their books or their scribes or however they see it. But it 
all comes down to the same thing, a sense of freedom.

NE: We do have the mechanisms within our belief systems but also within our tra-
ditions and our long history of resistance that aren’t just for Indigenous peoples. 
There are aspects of that that are incredibly pertinent and relevant to this particular 
day and age. What you were talking about when you were saying, Mitakuye Oya-
sin, or we are all related, we really believe in a really profound way that what you 
do to the land, or what you do to your nonhuman relatives such as the plants, the 
animals, and the birds, you also do to yourself, because those are your relations. 
People take that and think it’s some kind of like mystical thing, but we’re seeing 
it now. We’ve been saying it for so long and people now are coming around to it. 
Maybe can you talk a little bit more about Mitakuye Oyasin?

LG: When I talk about that, it’s like the word itself is self- explanatory. It says we’re 
all related. But even for our own people you have to open their eyes to see that’s 
not what the word actually means. When we say we’re all related, it’s like us stand-
ing in a big group and saying “oh, we’re all related!” But they don’t get it. What it 
means is actual restoration of connections to all life. To understand that, we need 
to work, even us as humans, we play our role in this, into this natural balance of 
beings, along with plants, birds, trees, every life that’s out there. When you see an 
old grandma and grandpa sometimes— I’ve seen it a couple of times— where you 
would see them pull off alongside the road and take off their shoes and stand out 
in the wide open prairie just with their bare feet. That’s them just restoring that 
connection that they want to feel that because for us, especially living in tipis, and 
that’s what our people used to live in, tipis, we would be able to see and feel because 
sometimes those connections would help us know what’s coming.

For us Lakota people, we were a migrant people. We migrated with the buffalo 
and followed the herd. We followed everything that we can. But also everywhere we 
went we prayed to creation, to the Creation, to Tunkasila, to forgive us for wher-
ever we may set down a camp, because we have to pray and ask for that. So that 
we have that asking permission to stay there and take things that are around there, 
take a life, or anything we needed to live in our daily lives. So the word Mitakuye 
Oyasin hits the heart, for me anyways, because that means we truly are connected 
to everything. But people just don’t see it that way.
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down with people from Iraq, Iran, and Egypt. I’ve met some from the Philippines. 
Their stories are all pretty interesting when you hear about it because we think 
that we’re not really truly related to all people from different continents. But why 
would people from Africa bring over a necklace that has a piece of our pipestone 
in it and say that they needed to come here because of this gathering? Then you 
have people that have dreams that were from Egypt, saying that they had a dream 
that they were told they needed to come. And they showed up. A lot of these peo-
ple are still out here fighting, still trying to do the awakening.

The whole world is always the same. It is like we are all truly related to all 
beings. It’s part of the Great Mystery I guess. [laughs] That’s the basis of where 
everything is at. We’re starting to find out more as mortal people, as mortal men, 
mortal women, that we tend to think that we can control everything. Let’s say we 
didn’t go pray where we were going to build a road, and we put up a road. People 
say, “ahh, that’s an awesome road.” The next thing you know here comes natural 
law to destroy that road. Maybe that’s because we didn’t actually ask for permission 
to set that road there. Maybe there was something there, you know? There are a lot 
of things that we can’t interrupt and a lot of things we shouldn’t do but as I said us 
as mortal men, we think we can control everything. Then natural law comes and 
shows us it supersedes us. People tend to think, “that’s just the weather.” But that’s 
actual Mother Nature or the spirits of those other realms that are actually telling 
us that we shouldn’t have done that.

I think of Standing Rock, when I just sat there and said, there’s Iranian people 
there. There were Iraqi people there; there were Egyptian people there. You had 
many people from different European countries that came to Standing Rock. Dif-
ferent walks of life. Filipinos. You have every walk of life there. And they were told 
to come there. Why were they told to come there? Here we are in this day and age 
thinking that we have to talk on cell phones all the time. We really think we need 
to get the message out to each other, but when we call each other up, we’re already 
on the same page. For us, it’s like going into a sweat lodge. That open line of com-
munication isn’t a cell phone. It’s actually our spirits intertwining with everything. 
That’s what it means when we say Mitakuye Oyasin. Our message does go out. The 
message goes out everywhere, to everyone, and they’re thinking the same thing. 
It’s crazy because everybody’s like “oh I didn’t think of it so.” Who says we need 
a cell phone to call Creator to sit there and say “What do we do now”? But in all 
reality he’s already showing us. He’s been showing us for quite a while, but it took 
an awakening like Standing Rock and a lot of other major things that are going 
on within, around the world to wake people up, to see that we have forgotten the 
true meaning of practicing of being good relatives, of being and practicing kinship.

In today’s society we build a house, put a white picket fence around it, and that’s 
the American dream, right? But once you go past that white picket fence, nothing 



34

N
IC

K
 E

S
TE

S

matters. But once you come back in that white picket fence, to anybody inside that 
white picket fence you say, “Get out of here! What are you doing here?” We’re so 
quick to kill each other. We’re not even being good relatives and not really trying 
to take care of nature, your surroundings, or anything. We’re just sitting there say-
ing, “I’m gonna take this. I’m gonna take that.” And we’re not giving back. That’s 
also about what you were saying about our relations, calling them our nonhuman 
relations. I’m talking about all of our spirit and animal spirit, and I mean all these 
animal relatives and all these tree relatives, all of them are all saying the same 
thing. And Unci Maka herself has showed herself and said the same thing that it’s 
time to start giving back and start doing the best we can to try to save her along 
with saving our own humanity and be practicing the actual kinship that we’re sup-
posed to be following.

NE: I was thinking about that metaphor you used of the white picket fence and 
the case of Standing Rock. North Dakota built its house on our land and built a 
white picket fence around it. When we said, “Hey, don’t do that!” they called the 
cops on us. [laughs]

This notion of relationality, I was thinking of Standing Rock and the context 
we found ourselves in. The one you’re talking about is about connections, rela-
tionships, reciprocity, and giving back not just to our human relations but also our 
nonhuman relations. If you went outside of that, just one hundred yards to the 
front line, you had one of the largest militarized police presences in the Dakotas 
in one and a half centuries since the Indian wars and four decades since Wounded 
Knee II. This kind of living and thinking, of being in relation to the land and water, 
represents a threat. Can you talk about the police presence at the camps? In the 
aftermath, states like South Dakota and North Dakota have been preparing for 
another possible uprising by passing antiprotesting laws and by scaring people 
in the media. In your experience returning to Lower Brule, how have relations 
changed with non- Natives?

LG: Being in this camp we’re in now, we have different people here who are from 
our Ska Oyate, from our white nation people. [both laugh] They’re here resid-
ing with us, too. Living in Standing Rock everyday seeing the massive military 
buildup and massive police presence that was called in for people praying to stop 
a pipeline, but there was no actual militarized action from people who were there 
wanting to pray in front of them and to stop them from building. That became 
something feared for society in itself. Christianity is used as fear- based religion 
to say that you can’t do this because you’re going to go to hell. What happened in 
Standing Rock was that you had many ways and walks of life and different ways 
of praying that came together. That showed them that no matter what people said 
or what people did, or whoever is in control or whoever thinks they’re in control 
of any situation, they weren’t and something else was in control. They found that 
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everyone, especially knowing there were people there who had no guns and were 
willing to stand up against the military to stop a pipeline.

It’s a funny thing when you think about it. It comes down to history repeating 
itself. For me, that military and those people were afraid of a nation that actually 
went to war with the United States and never lost. We lost a lot of people, but we 
never lost. They came to us and asked us to sign a treaty of peace with them. So 
we did. That’s what happened at Standing Rock. We had all these people gather-
ing up again fighting the fights our ancestors had fought before in the past. That’s 
what they were truly scared of, they didn’t want another big Indian uprising. But 
we’re not all Indian this time! [both laugh] The basis of that alone— the spiritual-
ity, the faith, the belief that people had— in the end wasn’t about anything else but 
each other. That comes back to what we were talking about with Mitakuye Oyasin. 
After a while, it didn’t matter what race or what color you were. You were there to 
protect each other. That scared the shit out of people standing on the other side! 
Because even they questioned their faith. They questioned their belief. And some 
of them quit. Some of them didn’t even want to be there because they didn’t want 
to take life. That was their biggest fear. How can they take people’s lives that are 
praying for the people?

From the time our ancestors were at Greasy Grass, you know how that fight 
turned out. That’s what the U.S. government was afraid of happening again. This 
time it was on a larger scale because not only did we unite the tribes, we also 
united every nation within Turtle Island and our relatives from South America. 
A lot of them were here just to stand, not to take up arms but stand. That scared 
them and it scares a lot of people because we’re not even considered people in our 
homelands. We as Lakota people are part of the Sioux Nation. But we’re trying to 
establish something for all brown people, for all Indian nations. They call us Indian 
but, you know, we’re not Indian. We’re fighting for our survival and our identity. 
People can say we have an identity. But we were placed under the Department of 
War before the treaty was signed and then we were switched over to the Depart-
ment of Interior, the department that manages cattle! So where does that put us? 
[laughs] That’s our fight. Even though other ethnicities came to the United States, 
they got more recognition than we ever did for living here on this continent before 
they even arrived. We’re still not recognized in that way. We’re still looked down 
upon. With everything that happened in Standing Rock, however, there was a lot 
of healing. We thank Wes Clark Jr. for coming and doing what he did.2 That was 
a big step for our veterans. A lot of men were affected by military service. It really 
comes down to we were here first and people who stood for our way of life. That’s 
what happened in Standing Rock. We wanted to keep our way of life going and 
we’re willing to give our lives for that.

That brings us back to the whole basis of traditional governance and bringing 
back old societies that still exist today, but they’re not out in the front. No one really 
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knows that. I’m talking about Tokala societies. I’m talking about Akicita societies. 
I’m talking about Red Hand societies. There are all kinds of societies out there that 
played their specific role within a camp. Those are the things— from my perspec-
tive, living in a camp right now— that the U.S. government doesn’t want us to go 
back to being what they considered uncivilized, pagan, and savage Indians. That’s 
what scares them the most. It’s not about what’s more powerful. It’s that our people 
believed in all creation. They believed in nothing else. They didn’t even believe in 
themselves because they put their lives on the line for their own people and even 
for our buffalo’s sake— and for everything to protect it. At Standing Rock, we were 
there to protect not only the people possibly affected if that pipeline breaks along 
the river, but we were there to protect all of our animal nations, all of our wildlife, 
all of our plant life, all of the ecosystems that exist.

I was in a recent argument where I was told that the oil doesn’t affect the land 
as much as people think. I was like, “Well, it doesn’t matter what you think. I’m 
not worried about that. I’m a hunter. I survive. That’s what warriors do. They pro-
vide for their families. What am I going to hunt if there’s nothing there? What am 
I going to protect if I can’t even teach my kids about all the traditional medicines 
that we use to help heal ourselves? What are we going to do when those don’t exist?” 
The European societies that came here don’t want to hear that. But it’s crazy how 
they have taken a lot of our traditional governance as their own. Look at the U.S. 
Constitution. It’s based off us uncivilized tribes, you know? [laughs]

They’ve taken a lot from us and learned a lot from us, but we’re the ones that 
suffer the most. What happened at Standing Rock showed the people that it’s not 
just Natives that suffer. It’s all races and minorities. You had people quitting their 
jobs out of nowhere just to be at Standing Rock. That should have been an eye- 
opener to the rest of the world that this means something to everybody. This is 
everyone’s fight.

NOTES

 1. The IRA, or Indian Reorganization Act, was first introduced in 1935 during the so- 
called Indian New Deal. Tribes had the option of drafting constitutions modeled 
after the U.S. Constitution. The process and legacy of creating IRA governments 
has drawn criticism from grassroots and traditional leadership because it adopts a 
Western model of adversarial politics and undermines historic kinship relations.

 2. Wes Clark Jr. led a group of veterans to stand with Water Protectors and to apolo-
gize to Indigenous nations for the crimes that the U.S. military perpetrated against 
Indigenous peoples.
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TAKING A STAND AT STANDING ROCK

David Archambault II

The New York Times originally published this essay on August 24, 2016, days before 
the arrest of Chairman Archambault and the release of attack dogs on Water Protectors 
by private security guards at a construction site over Labor Day weekend.

It is a spectacular sight: thousands of Indians camped on the banks of the Cannon-
ball River, on the edge of the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation in North Dakota. 
Our elders of the Seven Council Fires, as the Oceti Sakowin, or Great Sioux 
Nation, is known, sit in deliberation and prayer, awaiting a federal court decision 
on whether construction of a $3.7 billion oil pipeline from the Bakken region to 
southern Illinois will be halted.

The Sioux tribes have come together to oppose this project, which was 
approved by the state of North Dakota and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 
The nearly 1,200- mile pipeline, owned by a Texas oil company named Energy 
Transfer Partners, would snake across our treaty lands and through our ancestral 
burial grounds. Just a half mile from our reservation boundary, the proposed route 
crosses the Missouri River, which provides drinking water for millions of Amer-
icans and irrigation water for thousands of acres of farming and ranching lands.

Our tribe has opposed the Dakota Access Pipeline since we first learned about 
it in 2014. Although federal law requires the Corps of Engineers to consult with 
the tribe about its sovereign interests, permits for the project were approved and 
construction began without meaningful consultation. The Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, the Department of the Interior, and the National Advisory Council 
on Historic Preservation supported more protection of the tribe’s cultural heritage, 
but the Corps of Engineers and Energy Transfer Partners turned a blind eye to our 
rights. The first draft of the company’s assessment of the planned route through 
our treaty and ancestral lands did not even mention our tribe.

The Dakota Access Pipeline was fast- tracked from day 1 using the Nationwide 
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Permit No. 12 process, which grants exemption from environmental reviews 
required by the Clean Water Act and the National Environmental Policy Act by 
treating the pipeline as a series of small construction sites. And unlike the better- 
known Keystone XL project, which was finally canceled by the Obama admin-
istration last year, the Dakota Access project does not cross an international 
border— the condition that mandated the more rigorous federal assessment of 
the Keystone pipeline’s economic justification and environmental impacts.

The Dakota Access route is only a few miles shorter than what was proposed for 
the Keystone project, yet the government’s environmental assessment addressed 
only the portion of the pipeline route that traverses federal land. Domestic proj-
ects of this magnitude should clearly be evaluated in their totality— but without 
closer scrutiny, the proposal breezed through the four state processes.

“Welcome to Standing Rock.” Photograph by Nick Estes.
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39Perhaps only in North Dakota, where oil tycoons wine and dine elected offi-
cials, and where the governor, Jack Dalrymple, serves as an adviser to the Trump 
campaign, would state and county governments act as the armed enforcement 
for corporate interests. In recent weeks, the state has militarized my reservation, 
with road blocks and license- plate checks, low- flying aircraft and racial profiling 
of Indians. The local sheriff and the pipeline company have both called our protest 
“unlawful,” and Gov. Dalrymple has declared a state of emergency.

It’s a familiar story in Indian Country. This is the third time that the Sioux 
Nation’s lands and resources have been taken without regard for tribal interests. 
The Sioux peoples signed treaties in 1851 and 1868. The government broke them 
before the ink was dry.

When the Army Corps of Engineers dammed the Missouri River in 1958, it 
took our riverfront forests, fruit orchards, and most fertile farmland to create Lake 
Oahe. Now the corps is taking our clean water and sacred places by approving this 
river crossing. Whether it’s gold from the Black Hills or hydropower from the Mis-
souri or oil pipelines that threaten our ancestral inheritance, the tribes have always 
paid the price for America’s prosperity.

Protecting water and our sacred places has always been at the center of our 
cause. The Indian encampment on the Cannonball grows daily, with nearly ninety 
tribes now represented. Many of us have been here before, facing the destruction 
of homelands and waters, as time and time again tribes were ignored when we 
opposed projects like the Dakota Access Pipeline.

Our hand continues to be open to cooperation, and our cause is just. This fight 
is not just for the interests of the Standing Rock Sioux tribe, but also for those of 
our neighbors on the Missouri River: The ranchers and farmers and small towns 
who depend on the river have shown overwhelming support for our protest.

As American citizens, we all have a responsibility to speak for a vision of the 
future that is safe and productive for our grandchildren. We are a peaceful people, 
and our tribal council is committed to nonviolence; it is our constitutional right to 
express our views and take this stand at the Cannonball camp. Yet the lieutenant 
governor of North Dakota, Drew Wrigley, has threatened to use his power to end 
this historic, peaceful gathering.

We are also a resilient people who have survived unspeakable hardships in the 
past, so we know what is at stake now. As our songs and prayers echo across the 
prairie, we need the public to see that in standing up for our rights, we do so on 
behalf of the millions of Americans who will be affected by this pipeline.

As one of our greatest leaders, Chief Sitting Bull of the Hunkpapa Lakota, once 
said: “Let us put our minds together and see what life we can make for our chil-
dren.” That appeal is as relevant today as it was more than a century ago.





II.
LIVING HISTORIES

“Flag Avenue.” Photograph by Nick Estes.
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 “THEY TOOK OUR FOOTPRINT OUT OF THE GROUND”
AN INTERVIEW WITH LADONNA BRAVEBULL ALLARD

Nick Estes

This interview was conducted on January 10, 2018.

Nick Estes: I’m here today with LaDonna Bravebull Allard, who helped found 
Sacred Stone Camp in April 2016. Can you introduce yourself?

LaDonna Bravebull Allard: My name is LaDonna Bravebull Allard. My real 
name is Tamakawastewin, or “Her Good Earth Woman.” I’m an enrolled member 
of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe. I come from the Ihanktonwan Pabaksa, Sissin-
tonwan Dakota. On my father’s side, I’m Hunkpapa, Sihasapa, and Oglala Lakota, 
and I’m Dakota on my mother’s side.

NE: What I find inspiring about your work, LaDonna, is that you started as a his-
torian and continue to be a historian. I knew your work through the Tribal His-
toric Preservation Office (THPO). Of course, that work evolved into community 
activism. Can you talk about how your experience at THPO informed Standing 
Rock’s struggle against the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL)?

LBA: My life has been in history. I have a degree in history and historical research, 
and I spent about twenty- five years compiling the history of the Standing Rock 
Sioux Tribe and the Oceti Sakowin. In the 1990s we created the Tribal Historic 
Preservation Office for the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, and I’ve been working with 
historic preservation since then. I was working as a Section 106 Coordinator of 
the National Environmental Policy Act for the Tribal Historic Preservation Office 
when the DAPL proposal came before us.

At that time, and I have to tell you the truth, I never considered myself an activ-
ist. I’ve always considered myself a historian and researcher. But when I realized 
that DAPL was outside my back door, where my family lived, and where we grew 
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up, it seemed too close to me. The fact that I know every historical site, sacred 
site, burial site, village site, traditional cultural properties, and ceremonial sites in 
that area, I couldn’t believe they were going to put an oil pipeline through it! The 
whole idea of what the land is has been put on the sidelines through this whole 
process from 2014 until the present. Nobody is talking about the Arikara village 
site DAPL went through, the Arikara burials, the destruction of the effigies that 
were laid out in rock on the hill. . . . There is so much stuff out there, and it breaks 
my heart that they destroyed our cultural patrimony. As I tell people, they took our 
footprint out of the ground. And who has the right to do that?

Our people and our histories have a right to live. We have a right to share that 
history with the next generation. Our history is amazing. Our history enhances 
the American history. For me, it hurts my heart that they destroyed these histories. 
If you don’t stand up and protect what your ancestors put in the ground, what are 
you doing on this earth? Our grandfather Tatanka Ohitika had sun dances down 
on the Cannonball River with Wise Spirit. At that time, they put medicine in the 
ground. Everybody who came to the camps could feel that medicine. They put that 
medicine in the ground to pray for our water and to pray for our earth. Who has 
the right to take that away?

So for me, it becomes personal and spiritual. It’s also about preservation, pro-
tection, and, first and foremost, the water, which is our first medicine. If we don’t 
stand up and protect those things, we are ending the future for coming generations.

LaDonna Bravebull Allard. Photograph by Michelle Latimer.



45
A

N
 IN

TER
V

IE
W

 W
ITH

 LA
D

O
N

N
A

 B
R

A
V

EB
U

LL A
LLA

R
D

NE: There is the prophecy of Zuzeca Sapa, or the Black Snake, that became prev-
alent around the struggle to stop the Keystone XL Pipeline. But it’s an old proph-
ecy. Can you talk about what it means?

LBA: When we were kids, our grandmothers used to talk about this Black Snake 
that would be coming to destroy the earth. I remember them all sitting and talking 
at the table, and, you know, the kids weren’t supposed be listening but we always 
were. [laughs] They were talking about whether this Black Snake in the prophecy 
was the interstates, because they were building all these interstates back then. The 
interstates were covered with black tar. “Well, maybe this was the Black Snake?” I 
remember them saying, “But how could that be? The interstates are covering the 
Indian trails and the Indian roads. How would that destroy the world?”

I remember that as a child. As you get older you don’t think about things like 
this anymore. Then we started seeing the oil. When they have an oil spill, it destroys 
the water. It kills the animals. It kills all the microorganisms and the insects. It kills 
the grass, the plants, and everything that grows. When we saw the pipelines being 
built that pushed this black fluid through, then we understood: this is what is com-
ing to kill the world. The prophecy says that when the Black Snake comes, we will 
stand up and stop it. We have no other choice but to stop the Black Snake to save 
the world. People may think that is a farfetched idea. But it is a reality because we 
must stop destroying what gives us life.

NE: When Sacred Stone was founded, it was named after the spherical shaped 
stones that were once carved at the confluence of the Missouri and Cannonball 
Rivers. Sacred Stone, or Inyan Wakanaganapi Oti, is the name for the area. Can 
you talk about the significance of this name and its history?

LBA: As a child— it hasn’t been that long and most people think I’m old, but I’m 
not that old— the Missouri River would hit the mouth of Cannonball River caus-
ing a whirlpool action. I remember seeing the whirlpool as a child. It created these 
round sandstones all along the river. You could walk along the shore and see the 
round sandstones. They were everywhere. Some were huge. Some were small. 
If you live along the Missouri River, you know that Missouri has a really strong 
undertow. That undertow caused the sand to stir up. The Indian people called it 
the Place that Makes the Sacred Stones, or Inyan Wakanaganapi Oti, and the Can-
nonball River was called the River of the Sacred Stone. As I was going through and 
reading some old documents of Ella Deloria, I found the reference to the original 
name of my home. When they were talking about what to name this camp, I said, 
“Well, just call it its real name: the Place that Makes Sacred Stones.” That’s the way 
it’s supposed to be.

Cannon Ball, North Dakota, where I’m from, was named after Lewis and Clark. 
When they came down the river and when they saw the round sandstones, the only 
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things they could equate it to were cannonballs. Indian people didn’t know what 
cannonballs were. So Lewis and Clark wrote in their documents, “the Cannonball 
River.” When the community of Cannon Ball was first started, it was just called 
Inhanktonwan. Then it became the community of Cannon Ball after Lewis and 
Clark. I don’t know how many people know Cannon Ball’s named after Lewis and 
Clark. When Lewis and Clark came through, it was just as the large village— there 
was a Mandan village there of about two thousand people— had just suffered from 
a great smallpox epidemic. When you look at the confluence of the Cannonball 
River where the Sacred Stones are made, it was a place of passage, which means 
that the river was narrow. It was an easy crossing for many people. At one of the 
banks you had a Mandan village. On the other point you had an Arikara village. 
And then you had a Yanktonai village, or Inhanktonwan. If you go through the 
history, there were also Cheyenne and Pawnee. It was a multitribal area. I would 
always think when the camps had started, “How did the people know to camp here? 
Did they know this was a village site? Did they know this was a trade area? Did 
something happen that was beyond us start happening there? Was it our grand-
fathers who put the medicine in the ground?”

I want people to understand that this was not something a long, long, long time 
ago. It’s not ancient. My grandfather, Tatanka Ohitika, was recorded by Frances 
Densmore in 1910. He died soon after that. But we can hear his voice and record-
ings. My grandmother was born in 1908 and grew up along the Cannonball. So 
it’s not generations and generations ago. I grew up on the Cannonball where we 
got the water straight from the river and hauled it up every day. It’s not ancient 
history we’re talking about. It’s our history of now.

We know who we are. We know our history. We know our stories. We know 
our way of life. We know these sites. When you know something and the outside 
world comes in and tries to destroy it, you have no choice but to stand up. That’s 
how I feel. I never felt I was an activist, but I felt I was put in a position where I had 
no choice. They pushed me against a wall, and I couldn’t go anywhere. I had to put 
one foot in front of the other, move forward, and say, “No!” It was not something 
that was planned or designed. It was something that happened.

NE: These questions of history are really important. As you pointed out in Septem-
ber 2016, the day DAPL private security unleashed attack dogs on unarmed Water 
Protectors was the exact same anniversary of the 1863 Whitestone Hill Massacre. 
You reminded us that it was a massacre largely forgotten to even the U.S. military. 
In the aftermath of the Dakota Uprising in 1862 and the Dakota expulsion from 
Minnesota Territory, the “Columns of Vengeance,” as they were called, hunted 
down and killed your ancestors and my ancestors as punishment. The Whitestone 
Hill Massacre was payback and punishment for Dakota resistance. How do you 
see those convergences of history, the entanglement of past and present whether 
it’s the U.S. military in the nineteenth century or DAPL, Morton County, and the 
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47military in the twenty- first century? It’s like you said, “This isn’t ancient history.” 

Most of this history is hardly history but remains unresolved. . . . 

LBA: Unresolved to this day! I can tell you my story, which is my grandmother’s 
story, which is my great- grandmother’s story. That is what I know.

Nape Hota Winyan, Grey Hand Woman, was in Minnesota. They came and 
arrested her father. She and her mother took off across country— running. They 
were unsure of where to go. As you know, her father was one of the thirty- eight 
men hanged in Mankato. They came all the way to James River Valley for asylum. 
They came into the camp of Big Head, and he welcomed them. There were many 
refugees that came from Minnesota into the Inhanktonwan camp.

For a whole year, the people in this camp got ready. The spiritual leaders gath-
ered everyone saying, “We have to prepare for a hard winter. We’ve got to hunt.” 
They called all the tribes to come and hunt. Our grandfather Tatanka Ohitika was 
there because he could call the buffalo. The people went out and hunted, and they 
brought in a lot of buffalo. It was a great fair where all the tribes came together. 
Everybody was trading and gathering. They had ceremonies, dances, songs, and 
even gambling. They had fun. It was getting to the point when everyone was start-
ing to break the large camp to start moving back to their homes for winter. It was 
because of this event that all the men were gone from camp. The women that were 
still there were getting hides ready and drying meat.

My grandmother, who was nine years old, talked about this. The reason why 
we know is because she was one of the few people interviewed about the White-
stone Massacre. She said, “That day the men all rode out to meet some soldiers, 
they said, were coming, and they never came back.” She was sitting there playing. 
At just about dusk, all of a sudden people started screaming, and people started 
running. She got up and she started running. People were in the middle of chaos. 
People were running in all directions. She fell. Something hot hit her, and she fell 
down. She didn’t realize at that time she was shot. They shot her in the hip. She 
laid there in the field just as the sun was going down. It was dark. All she could 
hear was people screaming.

We are talking just about her, but in the meantime all the tribal people, Big 
Head, his people, and Tatanka Ohitika, went out. They took a white flour sack and 
put it on a stick because they were told that the white people had a truce if they 
put up a white flag. They took this flour sack and went out and met the soldiers. 
As they got there, the soldiers surrounded them, took them hostage, and wouldn’t 
let them go back to the camp. Two battalions stood on each side of this ravine. The 
women and children ran down the hill through the ravine. As soon as they got 
into the ravine, the soldiers started shooting at them. There was no escape because 
nobody had weapons. There was no firing back. This was out and out, pure mas-
sacre. Finally a warrior was able to break through the end to try to get women 
and children out of that ravine. There was a man named Little Ghost who was a 
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child. His mother tied him to a horse, roped him on that horse, and hit that horse 
to make it leave. He was able to get away. The mother and daughter ran. The fam-
ily was separated, and I don’t think they found each other until a few years after. 
The young boy ended up in Spirit Lake. The mother and daughter ended up in 
asylum in Sisseton. The mothers put their babies on the little travois of dogs and 
sent the dogs out to take their babies to safety. People were making their children 
run. Everything was chaotic. People were screaming and hollering everywhere.

My grandmother said she laid on that field calling, “Ina! Ina!” (“Mother! 
Mother!”). All she could hear was screaming and gunfire. All through the night 
the soldiers went and killed the wounded, tracking them down, men, women, chil-
dren, and babies. Then the order came out from the soldiers, “Kill every dog.” The 
soldiers went around and killed every dog. Did I mention the dogs were carrying 
the babies? They killed every dog. I was listening to the military reports, and they 
said they shot two thousand dogs that day.

As the morning sun rose, there was death everywhere. You could see what had 
happened. There was, what you could call, “friendly fire.” In all the chaos, the sol-
diers shot each other. So there were some casualties from friendly fire. I don’t know 
why, because they randomly killed the wounded, they picked my grandmother up 
and threw her in the back of a buckboard. They didn’t kill her like the rest of her 
family and everybody else. Then they marched the men who they had taken hos-
tage and any other remnants they could find. In the meantime, the soldiers were 
given the order to burn everything. They took their time. They poked holes in 
every cooking pot. They destroyed everything so nothing could be of use again. 
They piled it in huge piles, all the buffalo meat, the robes, the homes, everything, 
and set it on fire. As the fire burned, the tallow ran like rivers down the prairie.

This was the first time that the slash- and- burn tactic was used. You would see 
slash- and- burn used in Indian Country from this point on at Sand Creek and many 
other massacres. This was the first time where they burned everything. They killed 
all the dogs. They threw the babies and everything into the fire and burned it. Then 
the soldiers were given the order to track any wounded down and kill them. In 
the meantime, they marched this whole group of prisoners from the James River 
to the Missouri River. Many were sick or wounded. When they got to the river, 
they loaded them on a boat. They took them down to what became known as the 
Crow Creek Reservation; at that time, it was a prisoner of war camp. The people 
were released on the banks of the river with no food, no shelter, nothing. There 
were many deaths, many deaths. The other group ran and continued to fight as 
the soldiers came after them. At Apple Creek, they were able to win a battle. You 
don’t hear about Apple Creek much because we won. They were able to hold the 
soldiers back to allow the women and children to get across the river.

Everybody in Cannon Ball are descendants of these people. I did a survivors 
list. We had to put together families again. Grandma took in two grandchildren. 
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people of Cannon Ball, each and every one of them.
On that day, September 3, if Nape Hota Winyan would have died, none of us 

would be here. But she survived the prisoner of war camps. When she was released, 
she came back to Cannon Ball where she married. My grandfather on my other 
side, Tatanka Ohitika, married in Crow Creek. From the documents, we know that 
he left his wife and child when they released him. He came back to Cannon Ball 
and married my grandmother, Holy Generation Woman. Because these people 
survived, we’re here. So September 3 is a time of memory for us.

On that morning in 2016, I was telling people about the history of Whitestone, 
about what had happened to the people of Cannon Ball. And they called me. J. R. 
American Horse said, “LaDonna, the bulldozers are here.” I was like, “What?” 
“The bulldozers are here.” I said, “Stop them!” I was doing an interview with Amy 
Goodman from Democracy Now! I said, “Amy, I have got to go.” She said, “I’m fol-
lowing you.” I got in my truck and got up there. Just as I got up there, I watched 
this guy jump out of this white truck and pepper spray a whole line of women 
and children. At that time, the young men came and were trying to get in front 
of the women and children. They pushed the fence down to try to prevent them 
from being pepper sprayed. Then they sicced the dogs on us. I remember I was 
standing there in the field. It was like I froze. There was a big black and white dog 
with blood dripping from its mouth and a big grey- headed pit bull on the other 
side. I was standing there thinking, “Where am I? How could this be happening 
on this day? How could they attack on this day?” It’s like you go through post- 
traumatic stress, historic grief, all of this stuff. I was just like, “Where am I? Is this 
what America is?” Then I went to the road. There was a policeman standing there. 
I said, “Stop them!” And he said, “Ma’am, I’m only supposed to watch the road.”

In that moment, everything changed. Everything changed for me. It was no 
longer just saying, “No, we didn’t want something” or “Let’s follow the law.” It was, 
“Man, we got to stand up! They’re going to kill us all!” It’s terrible to think like 
that. It was shocking to me. I don’t think I slept for days after that. It’s still shock-
ing to me.

Every incident that happened, with the police and the military actions, hap-
pened on an event of something that already happened in Indian Country. It was 
like we were repeating everything all over again. It was like our ancestors were 
standing with us saying, “You stand, and we stand with you. It’s okay.” It was really 
hard some days to watch people get hurt. But I saw amazing bravery. I saw who 
we were and who we still are.

NE: Many of the stories you are sharing are similar to the stories I heard about my 
great- great- grandmother, Melissa DuFonde. She was orphaned during the 1862 
uprising and sent to Crow Creek. Since she was young at the time, we don’t know 
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much about her Dakota Tiospaye or about our connections to our relatives out 
east. Yet, like you said, we didn’t cease to be people; we didn’t just end there at 
genocide. Our families and our nations reconstituted themselves. That’s a coura-
geous act, too, to become a nation again in times of genocide and war. Neither of 
which have entirely ended.

The most compelling thing for me about the camps was all the young people, 
who were the leaders and the sparks for the larger movement that spread. It was 
a youth- led movement from the beginning. Certain names of those young people 
who were there in the beginning come to mind: Bobbi Jean Three Legs, Jasilyn 
Charger, Tokata Iron Eyes, Joseph White Eyes, Zaysha Grinnell, and there were 
many others. How did this all start? What is the background to this story?

LBA: This was a process. The tribe first started talking about what to do about DAPL 
in 2015. They started working with the youth. The first project they did was going 
to the schools and asked the children from first grade on up to talk about what the 
water and the river meant. All of these kids wrote letters. When we read through 
the letters, they were so touching: “My grandma said we did this at the river and 
we did this at the river.” We decided to do some interviews and make short vid-
eos to put the stories out there— water is life. The kids did interviews. They talked 
about what they thought, and they were little kids. I think the youngest was three 
years old. Amazing! So the kids spoke. As this started going around the rez, the 
chairman at that time went to each one of the districts and was telling the districts, 
“This is coming! I want you to know this is going to happen.”

Down in Wakpala, there was a group that got together. It was Bobbi Three Legs, 
Waniya Locke, and Honorata Defender. These three young women got together 
and said, “Well, what can we do? Let’s have a run.” They did a short run from Wak-
pala to Mobridge for the water. They did a run into the Army Corps meeting at 
Grand River. Then they did a run to Sacred Stone. These were young people who 
actually knew what they were doing. They put their feet and their prayers on the 
ground. They were standing up. It was just amazing. These young people are the 
beginning of the movement.

We were at the Long Soldier District, and Joye Braun, Jasilyn Charger, Joseph 
White Eyes, and Wiyaka Eagleman were there. They came to talk about the fight 
against the Keystone XL Pipeline. I remember Joye saying, “Is there anywhere to 
start a camp?” At the end of the meeting, I said, “Joye, I have some land. You can 
look at it.” She agreed to come down the next day and look at it. In the meantime 
in Bear Soldier District, they were having meetings and organizing.

There were a lot of things happening. There were a lot of people talking about 
change. Today, I listen to people ask, “Who was the leader and who started it?” It 
was these young people. It was them who put their feet on the ground to stand up.

When they first came down and saw the grounds, Joye said, “This would be 
good.” We asked, “When?” “April 1, we’ll start the camp.” That was the day we 
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how everything came to be other than that’s the way it was. At the meeting, Oceti 
Sakowin came, all of the Indian nations. They had the riders come in with horses. 
They had the youth running in. They had the mothers and children walking in. 
They had the Indian motorcycle groups ride in. People from all the Dakota, Nakota, 
Lakota reservations drove in. I was shocked. I was amazed so many people came to 
help, to give testimony. From there, they rode the horses and ran down to Sacred 
Stone.

I remember pulling in and watching them as they were putting up the tipis. 
There was still snow on the ground. Everything happened as it just happened. 
Allen Flying By came and said, “I brought my pipe. I’m going to pray.” Faith Spot-
ted Eagle said, “I came to pray.” Elizabeth Lone Eagle said, “My daughter came 
with water to pray for the water.” Everything just happened.

We opened the camp with ceremony, with prayer, with water, with song, and 
with all the horse riders. Then the tipis went up. The first one to stay that night was 
Joye Braun. There wasn’t even any wood. There was no planning and no money. 
So Joye spent a very cold night that first night. The next night we were able to get 
wood. Jasilyn Charger, Joseph White Eyes, and Wiyaka Eagleman all got together. 
People started bringing out food for them. By the end of the week, we moved the 
camp down below the hill out of the wind. The community of Cannon Ball and 
Standing Rock started bringing in food and to help. We had Honor the Earth come 
to help us. We were just living on the ground.

I remember I came down one day and walked into camp after work. There 
were all these people sitting around the fire. They were roasting deer meat on the 
grill. The women were cutting meat on the side to dry it. Kids were running and 
screaming. All of these people sitting around the fire were telling stories and what 
it was like to live on the river. Here was the catch. Nobody was speaking English. 
They were all speaking Dakota. I looked at them and I thought, “This is how we’re 
supposed to live. This makes sense to me.” Every day I came down to the camp 
and saw such blessings. I saw our culture and our way of life come alive. Nobody 
can take that away from me.

This lady told me, she said, “I wanted to come to the camps, so I packed up 
everything. But by the time I arrived at the camps, it was dark. I pulled in not know-
ing anything. I pulled up my car and I got out. This young man ran up to me and 
said, ‘Grandma, you need help setting up your tent?’” She said, “Oh my! Yes.” So 
these young men came over, set up her tent, and got her all situated. She crawled in 
her tent. She said, “I laid there and I could hear people singing. I could hear people 
praying, laughing, and joking. Then I closed my eyes. When the morning came, 
I could hear people singing and praying. I got out of my tent and I didn’t know 
exactly where I was. Then a young man ran up to me and said, ‘Grandma, you want 
some coffee?’ They handed me a cup of coffee. I walked and looked around every-
where and people yelled at me, ‘Hey! Come eat at my kitchen!’” She said, “I went 
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over to a kitchen and a young man brought me a chair. I sat down. They brought 
me food. And, I thought, ‘I have never been treated so kind.’”

The essence of what this woman was telling me is the essence of who we are, 
our culture and our way of life. Respect your elders. Help each other. Be commu-
nal. I saw amazing blessings there.

In one given day, the most I had to deal with was seventeen. That was my 
highest number of prayer ceremonies. They would take me to the river and we’d 
pray. Water from all over the world came to be put in the Cannonball River. I was 
a part of so many tribal prayer ceremonies. That is never going to change. That is 
the greatest honor I have ever been able to witness. Even though I did not under-
stand many of the other cultures, I was honored to be able to pray with so many 
people. Every day there were people coming in: “We came to pray.” So we’d go 
down to the river.

This is my own thing: we went and got samples of the river. We put them in 
glass jars. When we got the water, the water was kind of murky and had stuff float-
ing in it. Then, on April 1, 2017, we had an anniversary gathering to remember. I 
got little glass vials for everyone to take some water from the Cannonball River. 
We went down in a prayer ceremony and filled our little glass vials. This time the 
water was clear and clean. I still have it sitting in my room. I think, “Is this all the 
prayers that came to my river from all over the world? Is this all the waters that 
came to help heal the river?” I’m going to stand with that— that’s what I believe.

This whole movement, I sat and watched as these young people sat around the 
fire and came up with ideas of what to do. I remember when they were sitting there 
joking, “Well, let’s run to Omaha!” “We don’t got no money!” This one young man 
said, “We got prayer. Let’s just do it!” So they sat around and said, “Okay, we’re 
going to go this day.” They ran to Omaha, met with the Army Corps, and deliv-
ered some petitions. The next time they were there, they joked, “We might as well 
run to Washington, D.C.” The next thing I knew, they chose to run to Washing-
ton, D.C. As they ran across the country, they spoke about what they were doing 
everywhere, whether it was a rest stop alongside the road, going through towns. It 
was because of them that so many people came. We met the youth runners. They 
said, “If you need help, we’re here.” The youth were amazing.

But that’s not the big thing about them. What I had seen was these youth com-
ing down to camp. Some of them had never been exposed to ceremony, song, 
culture, history. I watched them as they stood up and learned to sing the songs. 
They stood up and learned their cultural languages. I had seen a pride out of these 
youths. I had seen them stand up for what they believe in. I had seen amazing war-
riors, each and every one of them.

We can live a thousand years, and people are always going to remember what 
happened here because we’re not done yet.
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Reservation was telling us that they had zero youth suicides in their community 
at the beginning of the winter season when the DAPL protests were going on. It 
was a strange thing for that time of year. The only explanation she could give is 
that even if young people hadn’t gone to the camps, they were inspired by them. 
What you’re describing is one of those things that can’t be counted or quantified— 
it’s absolutely immeasurable. You can’t take those things away. You can’t take away 
that experience of empowerment.

People forget, when they see the reporting in the local media, whether in South 
Dakota or North Dakota, that Native people at this time in particular were crim-
inalized. There were also accusations of disorder and chaos, that Native people 
don’t know what they want. How can they worry about a pipeline when their own 
communities are in dire poverty? Yet, what I saw was free clinics, free legal aid, free 
kitchens, and different forms of schools and education. There were no police, but 
there was security. There were no prisons. Everyone that I passed said “Hi.” This 
was much in the same experience the Unci had who went to your camp. You had 
health care, legal aid, education, community, food, no prisons, no prisons, a sense 
of security. Most poor communities in the United States and in North America 
don’t have those things. So when people ask, “What do you want?” Yes, we want to 
stop this pipeline. But we also have a larger vision of the future of how we should be 
living. And that’s a threat to the order of things, not just in the Deep North on the 
plains. It’s a threat to the entire order of things that is based on the profit motive.

While there has been a lot of focus on the camps during the protests, there is 
still ongoing movement on the ground. It didn’t just stop. Where are we going? 
What’s Sacred Stone doing now in carrying on that vision?

LBA: One thing I always stress to people. First, I’m still here. I have not quit fighting. 
I still live here. When I look around my community before the camps happened, 
we were in pretty bad shape. When the camps left, we were in a little worse shape. 
One reason is because we had to deal with all the racism and prejudice that came 
out. It was out in the open in all our surrounding areas. I was used to it. We can 
deal with it. Another reason is because everybody thought that Standing Rock 
got all this money. They lost grants and funding. People were in devastation. Then 
the propaganda was sent out there that some had more than everybody else, the 
divide- and- conquer tactic. To me, this is still my community.

When the camps were ending, we loaded up semitrucks and went to every 
home and gave every home food. Then we went to the Cannon Ball community. 
We planted 350 trees. That’s one of the biggest things I heard my grandma talk 
about, all the trees the Army Corps took when they flooded us. Then we fed the 
community. We cleaned the community twice. We asked, “Well, what can we do 
to help?” We organized a youth festival where we taught youth how to write their 
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own narratives, fly drones, do poetry, do music, and do photography. Then we 
had the Mni Wiconi Healing Gathering because what I was seeing was so many 
people were hurt after what happened at the camps between being shot, maced, 
water cannoned, then injured and traumatized. We had a Mni Wiconi Healing 
Gathering for one week. I called Arvol Looking Horse and asked, “What do we 
do?” He suggested, “Just bring everybody and pray.” So that’s what we did. It was 
a really good gathering.

We understand that the reservations are so poor that we get stuck in this eco-
nomic situation of fossil fuels. I do know that our future, our sovereign future, first 
comes with food. We planted huge gardens. We gave out produce to the people. 
That’s nice, but how do we become green? Right now, we have MIT out of Boston 
coming. We went out to Boston and talked with them, saying, “You guys have the 
technology. We need help.” So they’re here to listen. We’re going to do a demon-
stration on a trailer that we have built. It has solar, wind, a water purification sys-
tem, and Internet. We can pull this trailer into anywhere and provide energy for 
a whole home. And it has to be inexpensive because people don’t have a lot of 
money. I’m trying to figure out ways to do this so it doesn’t cost a lot of money, so 
it doesn’t cost millions. We’re working on developing a solar grid and taking care 
of all the legal issues so that we can have a pilot project in Cannon Ball to reduce 
the energy bills by using solar. We’re putting up greenhouses to produce our own 
food. The first step toward sovereignty is food, always, so we can feed our own 
people. I tell people that in order to be green does not mean we do it tomorrow. 
That means we set up a twenty- year plan of installing these projects and divesting 
from fossil fuels to make a better life for ourselves.

On a national and global level, we started the divestment campaign asking 
banks to divest from fossil fuels, asking nations to divest from fossil fuels. You 
heard today, New York City is divesting! We are now in the billions of dollars from 
people divesting from fossil fuels. China has now made a resolution that they will 
no longer allow gas- driven cars in their country in 2020. Downtown Paris is elimi-
nating all cars. There’s these things that are happening all over the world right now 
as we’re looking at alternatives. How do we move into the future?

We’ve been going around talking to everybody. Invest in your communities. 
Invest in gardens. Invest in local businesses in your community rather than invest-
ing in these large fossil- fuel companies. One step at a time. Now the insurance 
companies and the insurers of fossil- fuel companies have now pulled their insur-
ance. So there are a lot of things happening. I was with all these Native women 
and I said, “Holay! They must be scared of Indian women!”

People in Washington State are standing up, people in Mexico (I’m going down 
to Mexico soon), people in Nicaragua, El Salvador, Chile, Bolivia, Columbia, Pal-
estine, India, the Samis, Norway, Sweden. Everybody is standing up.

People realize culture is really important. History, spirituality, and your way of 
life are important. How does that help? I am moving forward to develop a village 
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the educators. The camp will be for the children. We’ve decided eight years old is 
a good age because then they can be away from their mom for a longer period of 
time. For seven days, we’ll teach history, culture, language, tradition, and living 
off the land. Then we go to the nine- year- olds. Seven days. Then the ten- year- olds 
and the eleven- year- olds. The way we got it worked out, we’ll be with the teen-
agers in the month of August. We also need to teach people how we live off the 
land, going into the communities and helping communities. I plan in the middle 
of April, it depends on the weather, to do a big river cleanup from one end of the 
reservation to the other. I think it’s 120 miles of cleanup. Let’s clean up our river. 
I figure, if we’re going to talk about it, we might as well do it.

So we are doing a lot of things. Now’s the time for change. We can’t talk about 
it anymore. We just have to go out and do it. People ask me all the time, “What 
should I do now?” I say, “Pick up a garbage bag and go pick up garbage. Clean 
every creek, waterway, pond, lake, river, ocean, sea, everywhere.” I believe that one 
simple action can change the world. Clean up our communities. If it’s just picking 
up cans, picking up garbage, everything helps. We’ve got to take a vested interest 
in our world. Everybody has to.

See why I’m a problem? [both laugh]
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MNISOSE

Craig Howe and Tyler Young

Mnisose (muh- nee- show- shay, the Missouri River) is a living being. It flows from 
the confluence of two smaller rivers, the Jefferson and the Madison, whose head-
waters are in the Rocky Mountains. Her sinuous body weaves through three states 
and creates a border between four more before sinking her mouth into the Missis-
sippi River, not too far north of Cahokia. Throughout her life Mnisose nurtured 
the adjacent fertile bottomlands by intermittently inundating them with upriver 
nutrients, and she served as a transportation corridor for peoples and their non-
human relatives. Her waters and riparian areas provided sustenance to countless 
living beings.

In the middle of the last century, the United States proposed a massive pub-
lic works project to control the seemingly unpredictable fluctuations of Mnisose. 
Officially titled the “Missouri River Basin Development Program,” the Pick- Sloan 
plan was approved by Congress as part of the Flood Control Act (1944) and called 
for the construction of over one hundred dams within the Mnisose basin, which 
would ostensibly provide flood control, help regulate crop irrigation in the region, 
and provide the infrastructure to produce hydroelectric power. Pick- Sloan had 
eerily similar elements to the Dakota Access Pipeline project: the Missouri River, 
an enormous construction project that would create hundreds of new jobs and sup-
plement an energy source, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the states of North 
and South Dakota, and Lakota tribes with lands along Mnisose.

As a result of the legislation, the Army Corps of Engineers was tasked with 
building and operating five “main- stem” dams along the Missouri River. The result-
ing reservoirs disproportionately inundated tribal lands, and the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs— which was supposed to act as the trustee and advocate for American Indi-
ans and Indian tribes in getting a fair price for the sale of their lands— apparently 
appraised tribal land at pennies to the dollar (Capossela 2015). Moreover, as the 
water levels stabilized it became apparent that the corps had acquired from the 
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“Backwater Bridge.” Photograph by Vanessa Bowen.

tribes much more land than was necessary for the reservoirs. In response, the 
Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, along with the Three Affiliated Tribes, took the lead 
in calling for a return of their lands that were not inundated. In 1985 the Joint 
Tribal Advisory Committee was established by the secretary of the interior to 
address these claims, and a report (U.S. Congress Senate Select Committee on 
Indian Affairs 1987) was issued calling for monetary damages to be awarded and 
excess lands returned.

The Standing Rock Sioux Tribe has a successful legacy of fighting for water 
rights along Mnisose, and therefore it seems appropriate that this nation is at the 
vanguard of advocating for its rights, the rights of its citizens, and the rights of all 
peoples in and along Mnisose against the Dakota Access Pipeline. Its actions are 
grounded in the history of this land and flow from the treaties its forefathers and 
their Lakota and Dakota relatives negotiated with the United States at Fort Lara-
mie in 1851 and 1868.

In choosing the treaty process, the United States implicitly recognized that 
American Indian tribes were autonomous sovereign nations. That sovereignty 
was explicitly recognized and articulated by three U.S. Supreme Court decisions 
between 1823 and 1832 that are collectively known as the Marshall Trilogy. Named 
after John Marshall, the chief justice of the Supreme Court from 1801 until his 
death in 1835, those decisions established that Indian tribes were separate and 
distinct political entities existing within the United States as “nations within a 
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nation,” each with its own governmental system that had been established prior to 
the arrival of Europeans. Seen as such, Indian nations possess inherent powers that 
were not given to them by Congress or any other entity of the U.S. government.

Through negotiating the 1851 and 1868 treaties, Lakota representatives 
reserved for their people a large tract of their homelands centered in what is now 
western South Dakota, and including parts of Nebraska, Wyoming, Montana, 
and North Dakota. Lakota lands stipulated in the 1868 treaty included a reserva-
tion (Article 2), hunting grounds (Article 11), and unceded territory (Article 16). 
Together, these lands approximate the area of modern- day Germany. The north-
eastern boundary of this land base was in the unceded territory. It began in what is 
now North Dakota where the Heart River joins the Missouri River, then followed 
that river south to the forty- sixth parallel, which is about four miles north of the 
current boundary between North and South Dakota. At that point, the eastern 
boundary of the land base entered the reservation. The boundary is then described 
as “commencing on the east bank of the Missouri River where the forty- sixth par-
allel of north latitude crosses the same, thence along low- water mark down said 
east bank to a point opposite where the north line of the State of Nebraska strikes 
the river” (Kappler 1904b). At that point the eastern boundary of the land base 
leaves the Missouri River, enters the hunting grounds, and continues south to the 
“Republican Fork of the Smoky Hill River.” Therefore, Mnisose— from the Heart 
River to the northern border of Nebraska— was stipulated as belonging to Lakotas.

When the United States, in 1877, took over thirty- two million acres from the 
southern, western, and northern areas of the 1868 treaty lands, the eastern bound-
ary of the diminished land base remained the low- water mark of the east bank of 
Mnisose. But when the resultant Great Sioux Reservation was again reduced in 
area by the U.S. Congress on March 2, 1889, and divided into six separate reser-
vations, the eastern borders of the four newly created Lakota reservations along 
Mnisose (Standing Rock, Cheyenne River, Lower Brule, and Rosebud) were stip-
ulated as being located at “the center of the main channel of the Missouri River” 
(Kappler 1904a), not the low- water mark of the river’s eastern bank. As such, the 
1889 “Agreement” was the first instance of the United States alienating some of 
Mnisose from her Lakota relatives.

The constitutions of modern Lakota tribal governments were established in 
the wake of the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934. By then there were only three 
Lakota reservations with lands adjoining Mnisose (Standing Rock, Cheyenne 
River, and Lower Brule), yet their constitutions stipulate their eastern boundaries 
as those defined in 1889, namely “the center of the main channel of the Missouri 
River.” However, only the constitution of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe specifically 
states that the tribe has jurisdiction over all “waterways, watercourses and streams 
running through any part of the Reservation” (Standing Rock Sioux Tribe 2008). 
Perhaps this unique inclusion foreshadows the leading position that the Standing 
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water and water rights not only within its reservation, but all along the watersheds 
of these waterways, from their origins to their mouths and beyond.

In particular, it was and is citizens of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe and their 
allies who have been in the vanguard of advocating for Mnisose, their relative. 
Under the guise of fighting for and protecting their water rights, they are being 
good relatives. In traditional Lakota thought, relatives include more than persons. 
They also include all living things like plants, animals, stars, and the earth herself. 
And according to Ella Deloria (1944) in Speaking of Indians, the “ultimate aim” 
of Lakota life is being “a good relative.” It is one of the ways of being in this world 
that connects with the Lakota world before pipelines threatened to burrow under 
the belly of Mnisose, before the dams tried to control her, and before the boats 
plied above her backbone.

Standing Rock is where the people gathered in 2016 to protect their relative. 
Their numbers included Dakota, Nakota, and Lakota representatives, as well as 
many other Native and non- Native peoples. Along the banks of the Cannonball 
River near where it flows into Mnisose, the Water Protectors and Dakota Access 
Pipeline protesters set up their camps. What began as relatively small encamp-
ments, suddenly over the course of days grew to have populations larger than 
many small towns.

But unlike most towns that initially are planned, that are governed by estab-
lished rules and procedures, and whose residents own or rent plots or lots, these 
new towns were different. The camps were the bases for protecting and protesting. 
They were not planned ahead of time to grow so rapidly, nor were they initially 
intended to be permanent. Nevertheless, the residents worked together to provide 
food, housing, health care, schooling, safety, sanitation, and many other aspects 
of community living under the stressful circumstances.

They named their main camp Oceti Sakowin (oh- chay- tee shaw- ko- ween), 
and in so doing introduced that term into discussions across the United States and 
beyond. There were relatively few people who had previously heard that term, and 
even fewer who understood how the confederacy was structured.

Therefore, the #NoDAPL (No Dakota Access Pipeline) movement presents a 
perfect opportunity to mount a concurrent and intertwined campaign of educa-
tion about the origins and development of the Oceti Sakowin confederacy. Such 
an effort would raise awareness and understanding of the confederacy, both locally 
and globally. Moreover, protectors and protesters explicitly sought to incorporate 
Oceti Sakowin cultural concepts and philosophies into their decision making, 
particularly in governance and housing. But without solid foundational knowl-
edge of the confederacy, these good- intended efforts to implement culturally rel-
evant philosophies proved unattainable, at least within the brief period of time 
the camps existed.
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Though the camps have been dismantled, the #NoDAPL movement continues. 
This chapter’s contribution to that effort is twofold. First is a brief overview of the 
Oceti Sakowin confederacy’s origins and development. This will provide a founda-
tion upon which the perpetuation of the confederacy can build. The second con-
tribution is a critical examination of the governance system of one nation of the 
confederacy. It provides a glimpse into the complexity of implementing aspects of 
traditional societies into modern contexts. The intent is that these contributions 
will have applications today and into the future, at Standing Rock and beyond.

The Oceti Sakowin Confederacy

A long time ago, the people had one council fire and made their winter home in 
the region of the pines at a place called Mde Wakan (muh- day waw- kawn), Sacred 
Lake, known today as Mille Lacs, Minnesota. They called themselves Mdewakan-
tonwan (muh- day- waw- kawn- tone- wawn), Sacred Lake Council Fire, and they 
have been known by that name ever since. Mdewakantonwans are the original 
council fire of the Oceti Sakowin confederacy.

During the spring, the people would travel south to the region of the deciduous 
trees, then return to their winter homes in the region of the pines. At some point, 
some of the people stayed in the region of the deciduous trees and made their 
permanent homes there. They called themselves Wahpekute (wagh- pay- ku- tay), 
Leaf Shooter Council Fire, and allied themselves with Mdewakantonwans. Even-
tually another council fire, Wahpetonwan (wagh- pay- tone- wawn), Leaf Council 
Fire, joined the confederacy and then a fourth, Sisitonwan (See- see- tone- wawn), 
Fish Council Fire. These four council fires are Dakotas, and at that time they might 
have called themselves Oceti Topa (oh- chay- tee doh- paw), the Four Council Fires 
confederacy.

Sometime later, a fifth group was admitted to the confederacy. Its name is 
Ihanktonwan (ee- honk- tone- wawn), End Council Fire. Next, a sixth group joined, 
and its name is Ihanktonwanna (ee- honk- tone- wawn- naw), Little End Council 
Fire. These two council fires are Nakotas, and after they joined, the confederacy 
consisted of six council fires organized into two divisions, Dakota and Nakota.

Eventually the Titonwan (tee- tone- wan), Prairie Council Fire group, joined the 
confederacy and constituted its Lakota division. Upon their admission, the confed-
eracy was called Oceti Sakowin, the Seven Council Fires. Their name has remained 
the same ever since. Nevertheless, the Oceti Sakowin confederacy is commonly 
and incorrectly referred to as “Sioux.” That term, however, is inappropriate to use 
since it is not a word in any of the three divisions of the Oceti Sakowin confederacy.

The term “Sioux” is a contraction by French speakers of the Ojibwa term for 
the Oceti Sakowin people. The Ojibwa people and the Oceti Sakowin people were 
often, if not usually, in conflict. Therefore, when the first non- Native individuals 
were visiting with the Ojibwa people and asked the name of the Native people who 
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tle Enemy.” The French speakers abbreviated the Ojibwa word to the sound of its 
final syllable and pluralized it by adding an “x” when they spelled it. Since then, 
the Oceti Sakowin people have been called “Sioux.” Oceti Sakowin persons, how-
ever, refer to themselves generally by the division to which they belong— Dakota, 
Nakota, or Lakota— or more specifically by their ancestral council fire.

Within the confederacy, the council fires were ranked relative to each other 
from first to last, oldest to youngest. Therefore, the highest ranked was Mdewakan-
tonwan, then Wahpekute, Wahpetonwan, Sisitonwan, Ihanktonwan, Ihankton-
wanna, and Titonwan. This is the original temporal order, from oldest to youngest, 
of the council fires. At some point in time, however, a reordering of this ranking 
occurred whereby the Titonwans were assigned the highest rank, even though they 
were the last and youngest of the council fires.

Internally, each council fire was comprised of distinct oyates (oh- yaw- tays), 
or nations. Regarding the Titonwans, there were seven such oyates: Hunkpapa 
(hoonk- paw- paw), Sihasapa (see- haw- saw- paw), Itazipco (ee- taw- zeep- cho), 
Oglala (oh- glaw- law), Mniconjou (muh- nee- kawn- zhew), Oohenunpa (oh- oh- 
hay- noon- paw), and Sicangu (see- chawn- ghu). Representatives of all seven of 
these nations signed the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty. Today the descendants of these 
traditional nations are citizens of six federally recognized tribes in the United 
States and one first nation in Canada. Five of the six U.S. tribes govern lands in 
South Dakota. They are Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe, 
Lower Brule Sioux Tribe, Rosebud Sioux Tribe, and Oglala Sioux Tribe. The con-
nections between these modern tribes and their Titonwan oyates is complicated. 
For example, Hunkpapa is the ancestral oyate of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, 
whereas four oyates (Sihasapa, Itazipco, Mniconjou, and Oohenunpa) are ances-
tral to the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe. Two tribes, Lower Brule Sioux Tribe and 
Rosebud Sioux Tribe, share a single ancestral oyate: Sicangu. The remaining tra-
ditional Titonwan nation, Oglala, is the ancestral oyate of the Oglala Sioux Tribe.

Prior to, during, and after the Marshall decisions, Oceti Sakowin oyates nego-
tiated thirty- four treaties with the U.S. government. The first treaty was negotiated 
on September 23, 1805, at the mouth of the St. Peter River in Indiana Territory, 
near the present- day city of Mendota, Minnesota. The last one was negotiated at 
Fort Laramie in Dakota Territory on April 29, 1868, near the present- day town 
of Fort Laramie, Wyoming. It was ratified by Congress on February 16, 1869, and 
proclaimed by President Andrew Johnson eight days later on February 24, 1869. 
This treaty, commonly referred to as the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty, is of central 
importance to all discussions of Lakota lands and history. It established what later 
would be called the “Great Sioux Reservation,” an area that encompassed all of 
the land west of the Missouri River in what is now South Dakota, including what 
would later be established as the Standing Rock Reservation.

Representatives of Oceti Sakowin oyates employed a number of strategies when 



62

C
R

A
IG

 H
O

W
E A

N
D

 TYLER
 YO

U
N

G

negotiating treaties with their U.S. counterparts. They understood whether or not 
they were transferring a portion of their land to the United States. In those trea-
ties where this was the case, they knew their remaining lands were diminished in 
extent. They also understood that in exchange for giving up some of their lands, 
they were acquiring payment that might take the form of cash, annuities, or ser-
vices. It is important that these treaty representatives not be portrayed as pas-
sive, subservient, or ignorant. They were human beings and therefore collectively 
exhibited all the characteristics of humans. The treaties they negotiated, like all 
U.S. treaties, are “the supreme law of the land” according to Article VI of the U.S. 
Constitution.

The Oceti Sakowin peoples have lived in the Northern Plains region for count-
less generations. The core of their traditional homelands extended west to east from 
the Big Horn Mountains to Lake Superior, and north to south from the Canadian 
border to the Platte River. Today their lands have been significantly diminished, 
and the shape of their boundaries systematically straightened. Whereas the tradi-
tional lands of the confederacy were contiguous, they now are divided into twenty- 
five distinct reservations and reserves.

In the United States, sixteen reservations are located in five states: one in Mon-
tana, one in North Dakota, nine in South Dakota, one in Nebraska, and four 
in Minnesota. The external boundaries of two of the nine reservations in South 
Dakota— Lake Traverse Reservation and Standing Rock Reservation— extend into 
North Dakota; therefore, lands of these two reservations are in both states. In addi-
tion to the sixteen U.S. reservations, there are nine reserves in Canadian provinces: 
five in Manitoba and four in Saskatchewan.

For each of the Oceti Sakowin reservations and reserves, there is today a tribe 
or first nation, respectively, that governs those lands. Therefore, there are twenty- 
five Oceti Sakowin tribes and first nations: sixteen tribes in the United States and 
nine first nations in Canada. In the United States, tribes are the fundamental units 
of federal Indian law. Yet there is no one definition of an Indian tribe. A tribe might 
be recognized as such by its members, by a local community, by other tribes, by 
a state government, or by the federal government. Who recognizes a tribe deter-
mines in large measure the tribe’s rights and responsibilities. The one source of 
recognition that always assures a tribe of being recognized as a tribe in all con-
texts is that of the federal government. The U.S. government recognizes 573 Indian 
tribes, and the Canadian government recognizes 618 first nation communities. 
All twenty- five Oceti Sakowin tribes and first nations are federally recognized.

This brief overview of the Oceti Sakowin confederacy provides a basis to guide 
discussions of cultural relevancy. Learning Oceti Sakowin foundational knowledge 
does not merely illuminate one’s understanding of the past. It can also serve to 
clarify what we see happening today. For someone just becoming familiar with the 
Oceti Sakowin confederacy through the publicized actions of Water Protectors, it 
can add a new layer of significance to the numerous images of tribal flags lining 
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together to protect a common relative but, in the case of the twenty- five modern 
Dakota, Nakota, and Lakota tribes, nations uniting in a manner that draws upon 
centuries of shared history. And to someone inside the resistance to the Dakota 
Access Pipeline, it can guide them to plan their activism, where possible, to edu-
cate others about traditional Oceti Sakowin principles.

Take, for example, that iconic row of flags at the Oceti Sakowin Water Protector 
Camp, which represented the participation of citizens from nations all across the 
globe. Flags are one of the most visible symbols we use to announce the presence 
of a united group of people. It seems natural, then, that Water Protectors could 
create their own flags to show the bonds that bring them together. A flag for the 
Oceti Sakowin Camp, with a design rooted in knowledge of the Oceti Sakowin 
confederacy, would have a profound effect. Not only would it symbolize a pres-
ence, but it would also be cause for newcomers to the movement to ask “what does 
it mean?” And this provides a perfect educational moment.

There isn’t an official Oceti Sakowin flag. But it can easily be shown how one 
could design a meaningful, aesthetically pleasing flag for this purpose. The pro-
posed flag pictured on the next page has an irregular pentagon- shaped field that 
fills the fly, or right, side. The left vertex of this field is fixed at the center of the 
flag and points toward the hoist, or left side. In this field are four white diamond 
shapes in a square pattern. The four diamonds represent the four Dakota oyates. 
A narrow white band separates this field from a chevron- shaped field that likewise 
points toward the hoist side. In it are two diamonds representing the two Nakota 
oyates. Another narrow white band separates this chevron from a swallow- tailed 
field that fills in the hoist side of the flag. This field contains one diamond that rep-
resents the single Lakota oyate. The positions of the fields and their colors (indi-
cated in parentheses following) differentiate the respective divisions of the Oceti 
Sakowin confederacy. The right, or eastern (blue), field is the Dakota division. 
The middle field is the southern (red) Nakota division. The left, or western (yel-
low), field is the Lakota division. Furthermore, the size of each field corresponds 
to the current relative population of its division. From largest to smallest, they are 
Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota.

Proposing a new culturally relevant flag design is relatively simple once the 
foundational knowledge is understood. It could have been accomplished during 
the period the camps were active and flown with the many other flags. Similarly, 
with regard to models of traditional Lakota governance, there are analogs to the 
Standing Rock camps. Before exploring them, however, it is imperative to state that 
these models can be examined as case studies of how cultural ideals were put into 
action. Useful models should be descriptive as opposed to prescriptive. In other 
words, they should generate multiple alternatives on an ongoing basis instead of 
a single solution that is imputed to be the only acceptable possibility.
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Traditional Lakota Governance

Traditional Lakota governance can be viewed as a fluid system of strategies for 
responding to stressful situations, thus the analog to the Standing Rock camps.1 
No single system was relied upon during all times of the year, nor for all social and 
residential groups. The basic social unit of Lakota society was a tiyospaye (tee- yo- 
shpaw- yay), or extended family, so when it encamped together, kinship governed 
its internal interactions. On the other hand, the basic residential community of 
Lakota society, an otonwahe (oh- tone- waw- hay), was comprised of the members 
of multiple tiyospayes and therefore can be examined for models of governing 
socially diverse communities.

An otonwahe was similar to a modern town, but whereas towns today are typi-
cally conceived of as stationary, in Lakota society otonwahes were mobile. Regard-
less of how often they moved or where they were located, each maintained an oceti, 
or council fire, to signal its independence. Otonwahes featured a certain system of 
governance when they were located in place, but other systems were temporarily 
implemented when they moved, when they coalesced into what might be called 
cities, or when they were established for specific communal purposes, such as 
buffalo hunts or ceremonies. Also, when the number of residents of an otonwahe 
reached a threshold, it appears additional levels of governance were put in place.

Lakota governance was complex and situational. For instance, when an oton-
wahe was situated at a site, it typically had four types of governing offices: omniciye 
(oh- munee- chee- yay), itancan (ee- tawn- chawn), wakiconza (waw- kee- kone- zaw), 
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constitute an otonwahe would have had these four governing offices.

The Otonwahe

Day- to- day otonwahe. The decision- making authority within an otonwahe was placed 
in the hands of a council of respected men. Not limited by a specified number, nor 
inclusive of all eligible members, this group of men, the omniciye, tended to consist 
of older and respected men residing in the otonwahe. Admittance to the omniciye 
was by consent of its sitting councilmen. The omniciye convened regularly around 
the otonwahe’s oceti, in a central meeting lodge where it deliberated on matters of 
public interest, determined its relations with other otonwahes, ruled on disputes 
between the otonwahe’s residents, and decided where and when to move the oton-
wahe. One of its key decisions, which occurred infrequently, was to choose from 
among its members an itancan, or leader of the otonwahe.

The itancan occupied the catku (chaught- ku), or position of honor, in the 
omniciye meeting lodge, and it was the invitation by his fellow members of the 
omniciye to sit there that signaled his promotion to this office. He was the leader 
of the omniciye and therefore of the otonwahe. Once appointed, he generally held 
this office for life, although the omniciye reserved the power to depose him. The 
role was usually, but not always, assigned hereditarily, passing from father to son. 
A man whose accomplishments were sufficiently impressive, though, could win the 
endorsement of the omniciye and earn this position. The itancan was the executive 
of the otonwahe, working to realize the omniciye’s resolutions, appointing akicitas 
to enforce these decisions, and leading the otonwahe’s larger military campaigns.

Ideally, an otonwahe would have had four wakiconzas selected by the omniciye. 
Any man residing in the otonwahe, including members of the omniciye, could fill 
the role of wakiconza. During a wakiconza’s one- year term, however, any other 
governing roles he may have had were suspended. During the day- to- day gover-
nance of the otonwahe, the wakiconzas mediated disputes among the residents of 
the otonwahe as well as between the people and the leaders, represented the deci-
sions of the omniciye, refereed games among the people, and provided advice to 
the itancan. They were considered hunka, or relative, to everyone residing in the 
otonwahe.

The akicitas in an otonwahe were a police force of sorts. Appointed individually 
or as members of an okolakiciye (oh- ko- law- kee- chee- yay), or society, these pub-
lic servants enforced otonwahe policies and social mores. Even the omniciye, the 
itancan, and the wakiconzas were not exempt from the judgment and sentences of 
the akicitas. Different groups of men would serve as akicitas over the course of a 
year and during more specific otonwahe functions. The lead akicita was the eyap-
aha (ay- yaw- paw- haw), or crier, in the otonwahe. He was charged with announc-
ing policies, moves, summons before the governing bodies, general news and also 
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with maintaining the otonwahe’s oceti. While akicitas could be called into this 
compulsory service by governing officials for a variety of purposes, the charge of 
akicitas was consistent: to enforce the authority of their appointers.

These descriptions provide an outline for the day- to- day governance of a civil, 
stationary, Lakota otonwahe. However, different structures governed the otonwahe 
during special times. Two such instances were when an otonwahe was moving 
from one site to another and during the wanasapi (waw- naw- saw- pee), or com-
munal buffalo chase. In both cases, authority shifted from the day- to- day consul-
tative type to a more exclusive authoritarian type.

Moving the otonwahe. Throughout the year, for various reasons, otonwahes 
moved en masse. As a community, all of the residents, all together, moved their 
otonwahe. The decision to move an otonwahe was made deliberatively by the 
omniciye, but the move itself was conducted under the exclusive authority of the 
wakiconzas. They alone decided when the tipis should be taken down, how far to 
travel, when and where to rest during the day to separate the journey into four 
equal segments, and when and where to erect tipis again at the end of the day. They 
decided whether the existing akicitas would police the move, or to appoint new 
akicitas for this purpose. In addition to compelling compliance with the pace and 
direction of the move, these akicitas scouted for game to feed the otonwahe resi-
dents, and for enemies from which to protect the residents. When the move was 
completed, oversight of the otonwahe transferred from the wakiconzas back to the 
omniciye, and authority reverted from exclusive to consultative.

Hunting buffalo communally. An otonwahe, either independently or in collabo-
ration with one or more other otonwahes, conducted a wanasapi in order to effi-
ciently and collectively obtain meat for its residents. In many instances, a wicasa 
wakan (wee- chaw- shaw waw- kawn), medicine man, performed rituals to discern 
a probable location of a herd of buffalo. Whether by this or some other process, 
once a herd was located the omniciye decided when to hunt, how long to hunt, 
whether to invite neighboring otonwahes, and other logistical concerns. During 
the hunt, governing authority shifted from the omniciye to the wakiconzas, and 
changed from a consensual model to an exclusive model. The akicitas policed the 
hunters and enforced the wakiconzas’ decisions. Wakiconzas advised whether the 
hunt was complete or was to continue for more meat, and after a successful hunt 
apportioned any surplus meat. Once sufficient meat had been accumulated, the 
authority of the wakiconzas ended and the omniciye resumed its day- to- day con-
sultative authority.

Moving the otonwahe and hunting buffalo communally were two civil func-
tions of the otonwahe that required a significant change in the day- to- day gov-
erning system. During these operations, the margin for error was dramatically 
reduced. In the first case, all of the otonwahe residents were exposed and therefore 
vulnerable to outside forces. In the latter case, all of the residents were depending 
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ity shifted from the omniciye to the wakiconzas, and it changed from consensual 
to exclusive. Thus, during these critical times we see a change in who had author-
ity as well as a change in the nature of that authority.

Otonwahe tanka. Another governmental shift occurred when many otonwahes 
convened, typically in the summer, for any number of purposes, including tribal 
deliberations, appointment to tribal offices, and preparation for public ceremonies. 
Even though a resulting otonwahe tanka (oh- tone- waw- hay tawn- kaw), similar to 
a city, coalesced for a relatively brief period of time, it nevertheless faced unique 
challenges, one of which was maintaining social unity among its residents— and 
by extension, their tiyospayes.

Integral components of Lakota social order that mitigated this potential dis-
unity were okolakiciyes that cross- cut social units as well as residential communi-
ties. Because their memberships were drawn from across different tiyospayes and 
otonwahes, okolakiciyes inherently promoted integration among the residents 
of an otonwahe tanka. It is not surprising, therefore, that okolakiciyes assumed 
decision- making authority at all levels of governance in an otonwahe tanka.

A member of any of these societies was a naca (naw- chaw). Whereas each of 
the men in a day- to- day omniciye may have been affiliated with a different oko-
lakiciye, the nacas governing an otonwahe tanka all belonged to the same okola-
kiciye. The nacas convened regularly around the otonwahe tanka’s oceti in a central 
meeting lodge where they deliberated on matters of national interest. One of their 
key decisions was to appoint four wicasa yatapikas (wee- chaw- shaw yaw- taw- pee- 
kaws), or shirt- wearers.

During large gatherings, wicasa yatapikas assumed a position of prestige. They 
tended to be younger and to have distinguished themselves in battle. They were 
guardians of the entire oyate, or nation, both literally and figuratively. As such, they 
were referred to as “praiseworthy men.” Their office was denoted by a shirt fringed 
with hair, which the people considered “owned by the tribe.” As was the case with 
an itancan, a wicasa yatapika held the title for life, although the nacas could depose 
him. Unlike an itancan, though, this office was not hereditary.

Ceremonial otonwahe. The role of wicasa wakan, or holy man, was conferred by 
the spirits. His authority was understood to come from direct communications 
with Wakan Tanka, the Great Mystery. He was relied upon for intelligence on the 
whereabouts of buffalo and to foretell the success of a war campaign, among many 
other things. Similar to a naca, a wicasa wakan belonged to one of a select set of 
okolakiciyes. During a Sun Dance, the governing authority of the otonwahe tanka 
shifted from the nacas to the wicasa wakan. Then at the end of the ceremony the 
authority of the wicasa wakan ended.

When the purpose was fulfilled for which an otonwahe tanka coalesced, then 
it devolved into a number of otonwahes. Under the authority of their wakiconzas, 
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these otonwahes set off for distant places. Upon arrival there, the governing author-
ity of each would shift from its wakiconzas to its omniciye. The different otonwa-
hes would thereby resume their day- to- day organizational structures once again.

Principles of Lakota Governance

This critical examination of traditional forms of Lakota governance illustrates pos-
sible avenues for extending the #NoDAPL movement. The following observations 
identify trends in traditional Lakota governing structures, and then abstract from 
these trends principles of Lakota governance.

There is a set of governing systems from which to choose. There is no fixed, unitary 
system of authority applicable throughout the course of a typical annual cycle. 
While all of the civil systems share the similarities of a council, its leader, and their 
enforcers, the order and nature of their authority varies. Complementary systems 
of governance are substituted seamlessly in predictable ways to meet the needs of 
specific situations.

The day- to- day system relies on deliberation, consensus, and delegation. Decisions are 
resolved after careful consideration and discussion. It is very rare that the decision 
making and the execution of decisions are done by the same office. It is similarly 
rare that the office carrying out a decision acts alone. Rather, it delegates to a small 
group of lead deputies or implementers, who in turn appoint their own enforcers 
to ensure the policy’s implementation.

At critical times, a system of exclusive authority emerges. When a situation has a 
narrow margin for error, all decision making shifts to a small and select group 
whose authority is unimpeachable and whose decisions are unquestionable. Such 
times are finite in duration, and upon their conclusion decision making reverts to 
a deliberative and consensual model.

During large gatherings, subgroups that cross lines of difference cohere the assembly. 
Participants in a large assembly are also members of subgroups according to their 
affinities and skills. These subgroups cross- cut normal organizations and contrib-
ute to the unity of the assembly. Some of these subgroups even play governing roles 
over the assembly, ensuring that the interests of all those gathered are put before 
the interests of any single constituent.

Through all we have examined so far, a critical characteristic of traditional 
Lakota governance is its complexity. Therefore, to implement a governing system 
based on traditional concepts would not be easy or simple. That work, though, 
could be rewarding in that it would offer future encampments on Lakota lands 
an opportunity to implement a governance system that is culturally grounded in 
Lakota tradition. Such opportunities appear to be intermittent and short- lived.

Protest movements are by their nature ephemeral, whereas Mnisose is eter-
nal. She has nourished us since time immemorial. As good relatives, one of our 
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tectors and protesters and their allies have done and are doing.

In some ways, the Oceti Sakowin confederacy is similar to Mnisose. It has orga-
nized its seven council fires since the mists of long ago, and hopefully will continue 
to do so far into the future. This is our time to educate about the confederacy, to 
draw upon its concepts and philosophies to inform not only our lives but, more 
importantly, all aspects of our societies. In order to have an ongoing presence now 
and in the future, it is imperative that principles of the confederacy inform what its 
citizens do and how they do it. Whether drawn from the past or developed anew, 
these principles are the foundation for tribal sovereignty.

NOTE

 1. This section is an updated version of a white paper that the Center for American  
Indian Research and Native Studies (CAIRN) produced for Hopa Mountain in 
2014, and that was revised and published as Howe and Katz 2015.
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MNI WICONI
WATER IS [MORE THAN] LIFE

Edward Valandra

Why Stand with Water

“MNI WICONI!” The Water Protectors’ call circled the world in late 2016, and for 
many people, the call continues to resonate. This collective cry captures more than 
the human experience with water. Yes, we understand that all water- dependent 
life perishes without healthy water. We all have experienced thirst that only water 
quenches. We know almost all flora and fauna struggle and die without water; the 
World Wide Web alerts us immediately to drought- stricken areas. And, for the 
better part of history, Western- based societies have used water as a conventional 
utility in the service of humankind, for example, hydroelectric power.

So when both the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) and Keystone XL Pipeline 
(KXL) invaded Oceti Sakowin Oyate homeland, endangering the water for mil-
lions, we challenged the Western assumptions behind these projects, especially the 
DAPL pipeline— #NoDAPL. Our initial challenge seemed orthodox enough. Prior 
to our Hunkpapa Titunwan relatives establishing the Sacred Stone Camp, they, 
through colonizer political channels such as the National Environmental Policy 
Act and National Historic Preservation Act, informed Energy Transfer Partners 
(ETP), DAPL supporters such as North Dakota, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 
and the Interior Department of their opposition to DAPL.

Going deeper, though, our people also challenged the fundamental mindset 
behind the projects— the Western metaphysics driving modern development. For 
example, in another essay, I challenged the “positive development” ideology that 
DAPL’s backers used to justify it and to overlook its dangers:

This $3.7 billion, 1,172- mile pipeline will transport between 470,000 to 570,000 
barrels of oil per day from the Bakken/Three Forks formations in North Dakota for 
domestic consumption: “Its goal is to relieve transportation strains on rail for crude 
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transportation and safely transport U.S. crude oil to U.S. markets via pipeline to fur-
ther the goal of energy independence.”

The stated goal, of course, appeals to mainstream thinking, U.S. nationalism, and 
economics: Americans will be less dependent on foreign oil, while simultaneously 
growing their economy. For example, a few of the windfalls that Energy Transfer 
Partners (ETP) attributes to DAPL include: labor income ($1.9 billion); right- of- way 
payment of landowners ($190 million); local use, gross receipts, and lodging taxes 
during construction ($10 million); and state individual income tax revenue ($28 
million). These monetary figures reveal the Western assumption that development 
is inherently beneficial and everyone wins.1

When both the Sacred Stone and Spirit Camps were established; when the Oceti 
Sakowin Oyate reignited its ancient, sovereign fire; and when thousands of peo-
ple from all over the world either descended on the Spirit Camp as Water Pro-
tectors or tracked it on social media: water- is- life surged through consciousness, 
not solely as an environmental cause célèbre but as Mni Oyate (Water Nation). 
Development’s excesses (pollution, contamination, damming) show the West’s 
blindness to who water is, and this blindness dictated the United States’ response. 
Unable or unwilling to distinguish Water Protectors from conventional protesters, 
and unable or unwilling to differentiate between water as a quantifiable utility, for 
example, acre- foot, and water as a rights holder, that is, as possessing personhood, 
the United States defaulted to its standard post- 9/11 policy, a militarized police 
reaction. Corporate- influenced governments showed zero tolerance for ways of 
knowing that question a Westernized lifestyle.2

This essay first discusses Indigenous sovereignty. Sovereignty is germane to the 
DAPL controversy, because the struggle is fundamentally a culture or paradigm 
war. Without first examining sovereignty, the uninitiated get lost in the political 
complexities and fail to name what North Dakota’s and the United States’ actions 
really represent: differences in world view and colonization. Second, I show how 
the narrowness of the Western concept of legal standing impacts nonhumans and 
their status as rights holders. Third, since the first two discussions are about com-
parative world views, I formulate how whites apply their Otherizing of nonwhites 
to the Natural World as well. Fourth, I discuss Mni Wiconi from our perspective 
and how it informs our resistance to DAPL. Finally, I dissect how colonization 
works hand in glove with corporate development to marginalize our voices, using 
Western procedures to do it. Here ETP’s narrative about its decision- making pro-
cess for DAPL is one- sided, hence self- serving. The corporate process favored non- 
Indigenous protocols, and the subsequent narratives from such protocols worked 
against both Indigenous communities and the Natural World. Naming this colo-
nized process helps us understand DAPL’s political strategy: to present ETP as a 
good neighbor when it is not. Moreover, the state’s militarized police and the cor-
porate security reaction to the Oceti Sakowin Oyate and its allies exposed ETP’s 
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genocide of a people whom we call the Mni Oyate.

Indigenous Sovereignty Is All about My Relatives

Why did we, the Oceti Sakowin Oyate, take the stand we did? This question opens 
a discussion on a core issue rarely heard in Western circles: Indigenous sover-
eignty and where it originates. The Oceti Sakowin Oyate predates modern states, 
and our sovereignty flows directly from our origin story: how we came to be and 
the primary responsibility given us. By framing our existence in relationship with 
the Natural World, our story counters the Western assumption that the Natural 
World’s sole purpose is to serve humankind— the tenet of today’s Anthropocene 
era. Our oral stories remind us that such a mindset, sovereignty without the Nat-
ural World’s inclusion, leads to Earthwide extinction as a wholly human- induced 
catastrophe.3 In fact, today’s mass extinction replays one of our oral history sto-
ries, “The Great Race.” Sometime in ages past, the Oceti Sakowin Oyate did not 
live as good relatives with the Natural World. As a result, our right to exist lay in 
nonhumans’ hands. The Water Protectors’ actions within our homeland prove that 
the Oceti Sakowin Oyate learned our lesson from the race. We must follow our 
original instructions: to be a good relative. Since water is our relative, we protect 
all our relatives from harm. Resisting DAPL was our response to a relative’s call 
for help; answering that call was and remains our responsibility.

Compared to Indigenous sovereignty, Western sovereignty is a construct of 
human thinking, unconnected to the Natural World on which humans depend, 
hence a fiction. Western sovereignty’s ultimate expression is the modern state, 
the basic characteristics of which include a bounded territory, absolute jurisdic-
tion within its exterior boundaries, a self- recognized legitimacy, and a political 
architecture that provides for national expression (e.g., war declaration, a national 
capital, chosen leaders, bureaucracy, social contract or compact). Since the mid- 
twentieth century, the United Nations (UN) has become the organization that 
embodies these sovereign characteristics. People from modern states prove their 
sovereignty not by practicing how they are in relationship with the Natural World 
but merely by belonging to this club.

The UN’s self- constructed origin story aligns with Westernized ideals. One 
year after the UN Charter’s ratification, Sumner Welles, a white male who served 
as a U.S. State Department diplomat, delivered a lecture in October 1946, “The 
English Speaking Democracies.” He spoke of the promise of a UN organization:

The nations of the world are engaged in an endeavor to fashion an international 
order through which humanity can obtain peace, and men and women everywhere 
can achieve the assurance of security, of liberty, and of ordered progress. As govern-
ments and organized groups search for the most effective means of achieving that 
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ideal, they must necessarily seek to utilize in the structure to be erected those ele-
ments which have already proved themselves to be worthy and which can, because 
of actual human experience, be depended upon to support the stresses to which that 
new structure will be subjected, especially during the years of its initial growth.4

Welles is, of course, referring to the Enlightenment (ordered progress) as the 
human experience and to democratic values (a social compact providing, among 
other things, liberty) as the requisite elements. But both are drawn from a Western 
perspective, which he expects the UN to universalize for all humanity.

Welles knew full well that colonization and oppression persisted at the UN’s 
birth. Examining the UN’s fifty- one Founding Member States (FMS), self- 
determining peoples might rethink joining. For instance, of only three FMS from 
the African continent, one was South Africa, a modern state notorious for apart-
heid. European FMS had been busily colonizing both Africa’s Indigenous Peo-
ples, as an outcome of the 1884 Berlin Conference, and Southeast Asia. Moreover, 
twenty Latin American FMS, themselves on a path from being colonized to becom-
ing modern states, nonetheless condoned genocide against Indigenous Peoples. 
Britain opposed Irish home rule, and the United States has continued its illegal 
occupation of the Kingdom of Hawaii since 1898. Yet, despite these and many other 
FMS violations of humanitarian, democratic values, Welles invoked the infamous 
writ large apologia, the white man’s burden, in order to explain them away: “It was 
in part an outgrowth of that belief on the part of many of the English- speaking 
peoples that they must assume what was often termed ‘the white man’s burden.’”5 
In other words, whites get to determine for nonwhites how much civilization they 
can handle. Whites thereby control nonwhite self- rule, because only nonwhites 
who have internalized colonization are allowed into the club. With white over-
sight, nonwhites will monitor themselves and not regress to their non- Western, 
traditional lifeways.

Welles also knew full well that the United States, an FMS, had meat- bearing 
skeletons in its closet. Constitutionally sanctioned separate but equal doctrine 
normalized white American discrimination: Black Codes, Jim Crow, Japanese- 
American internment camps, and the unresolved American question, Do Indig-
enous Peoples have the right of self- determination? To deflect UN critics by 
acknowledging humanity’s shortcomings, adroitly, Welles mounted a critique of 
FMS and future non- FMS that subscribe to a master race ideology.

In a world in which even some of the oldest democracies have become permeated 
with the poison engendered by the doctrines of the “master race,” and where the 
persecution and obliteration of millions of human beings because of their race or 
creed have, tragically enough, become almost common place, and where tolerance 
in certain of our English- speaking democracies is decried as either being impossible 
or even undesirable. . . . For no world order can ever be created upon the corrupt 
and disintegrating hatred which intolerance brings about. Discrimination against 
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of every one of those brutal forces which result in war, and in the suppression of all 
those individual freedoms in which we believe.6

Welles’s critique served at least two purposes. First, given the UN’s FMS profile, his 
words reflected an aspirational goal. Because the master race ideology has yet to be 
disavowed, Welles’s words veiled the UN’s shaky foundation today. Second, FMS 
and other club members could shield themselves from forces, such as other ways 
of experiencing or knowing the world, that would challenge Western hegemony 
and its paradigm. The right to be a distinct people who base their sovereignty on 
non- Western principles, like recognizing the Natural World’s personhood, could 
be targeted as subversive or dangerous to the West.

For instance, when confronted with a non- West sovereign that recognizes 
Natural World standing, as the Oceti Sakowin Oyate’s Sacred Stone and Spirit 
Camps did, the United States, a FMS, condoned militarized police and a corpo-
rate mercenary campaign. But even the United States could not justify to the world 
the violence it arrayed against us.7 Indeed, whenever “NoDAPL” broke through 
corporate- controlled media, U.S. propaganda labeled Mni Wiconi action as an 
environmental protest at best and a threat to its nation (read: terrorism) at worst. 
To Welles I say “yes,” a “world order” can exist on hatred at a high cost. The UN’s 
inability to prevent its member states and others from resorting to violence shows 
a weak center, one that cannot hold.

Another indicator of U.S. hatred toward Indigenous Peoples occurred sixty- two 
years after the UN’s founding and nine years before the Sacred Stone Camp and 
Spirit Camp. In September 2007, the UN General Assembly approved the Declara-
tion on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. However, Canada, Australia, New Zea-
land, and the United States (CANZUS) rejected it and were the only FMS to do 
so.8 While not a perfect document, the declaration contains provisions that “pro-
tect” non- Western ways of knowing. As our NoDAPL action shows, Indigenous 
nations reject development’s underlying assumption: that the Natural World is an 
object and therefore rightless.

From Standing Bear to Standing Trees: The Unthinkable

The Sierra Club’s 1972 federal lawsuit to protect a natural area from commercial 
development showed the West’s resistance to recognizing other ways of under-
standing the world— not even Native in this case.9 The Sierra Club lost its lawsuit 
because it did not have “standing.” Standing is a legal— albeit human— concept. 
It means a person must have suffered a direct harm or wrong or be likely to suf-
fer one from another person to have standing in a court. The Sierra Club’s lawsuit 
failed because the club could not show a direct injury to it or any of its members 
from the development project.

However, before the court ruled to deny the Sierra Club standing, Christopher 
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Stone penned a theory for the West: if nature is to be protected from development, 
it must be accorded legal standing. He contended that the Natural World, or at 
least its “natural objects,” should be afforded personhood. The Western world view, 
of course, defines a person as a human being; but that definition has a checkered 
past. For example, the U.S. Constitution counted Indigenous Peoples who had 
been taken from the African continent against their will and made slaves in a pre- 
1865 U.S. society as three- fifths of a person. Peoples indigenous to North America, 
especially where the United States now illegally occupies, did not enjoy standing 
until 1879, when a federal judge issued a habeas corpus writ for Standing Bear, 
a Ponca leader, whom the U.S. military had detained. The U.S. argument against 
granting habeas corpus to Standing Bear centered on whether, like the Natural 
World, Indigenous Peoples qualify as persons.

In response to the writ, Mr. Lamberston, the United States Attorney, argued that by 
the very words of the habeas statute Congress had reserved the right to file the writ 
to “those persons unlawfully detained.” Mr. Lamberston argued that Standing Bear 
was not a person because he was an Indian, therefore, he had no right to sue out the 
writ in a court of laws.10

Standing Bear v. Crook was asking nineteenth- century white society to consider 
the unthinkable: Indigenous Peoples are persons, that is, human beings who can 
suffer harms, injuries, or wrongs from others. What Stone proposed a century after 
Standing Bear about valuing the “rightless” for themselves rang loud in this trial.

Until the rightless thing receives its rights, we cannot see it as anything but a thing 
for the use of “us”— those who are holding rights at the time. . . . There will be resis-
tance to giving things “rights” until it can be seen and valued for itself; yet it is hard 
to see it and value it for itself until we can bring ourselves to give it “rights”— which 
is almost inevitably going to sound inconceivable to a large group of people.11

Before heralding the 1879 decision as white enlightenment, we must remember 
that little has progressed for Indigenous Peoples in the 138 years (and counting) 
since Standing Bear. Whites still defend “Indian” sport mascots, such as the Wash-
ington Redskins, Cleveland Indians, Kansas City Chiefs, or Edmonton Eskimos. 
Since most sports mascots draw from the animal kingdom,12 Indian- as- mascot 
sends a clear message that whites— and those who agree with them— believe Indig-
enous Peoples are not human beings. The popular cowboys and Indians figurines 
(which anyone can purchase in the states today) send the same message: Native 
lives do not matter, because Natives are not fully human.

The U.S. government institutionalized the message as well: the Interior Depart-
ment is the site for Americans to negotiate their relationships with Indigenous Peo-
ples. The Interior Department is responsible for the stewardship of trees, streams, 
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ences to whom Stone proposed acknowledging personhood and standing. Standing 
Bear long since ruled that Indigenous Peoples are persons, hence rights holders. 
Why, then, is the State Department, where human relationships are primary, not 
the appropriate place for negotiating relations with Indigenous nations?

For Stone, Indians- as- mascots does not relegate Indigenous Peoples to right-
less things, useful only for season tickets and a mass TV audience; it rather 
exposes whites’ failure to recognize Indigenous Peoples as fully human. Whites’ 
interest in maintaining Indigenous Peoples’ rightlessness lies in maintaining 
their epic myth: our land was for them to freely take. The myth whitewashes their 
genocidal invasion. Indeed, as unconditional rights- holders, Indigenous Peoples 
demand to be made whole, that is, to have our pre- 1492 self- determination actu-
alized, however much colonizers breach it. In addition to compensation, both 
land return and decolonization are the sine qua non for restoring Indigenous 
Peoples’ wholeness.

However, the notions that Indigenous Peoples are human beings and that Mni 
Oyate are persons— unconditional rights- holders and not objects for whites to 
use— are anathemas to Western thinking: heresies. While Stone’s theory for grant-
ing standing to nonhuman things faced incredulity from white society, the Water 
Protectors experienced far worse. Why? Because nineteenth- century, dehumaniz-
ing, and violent white doctrines— right of discovery, plenary power, and dependent 
domestic nations— still control Indigenous Peoples’ fate. Mainstream society finds 
overturning these doctrines as unthinkable today as pre- 1865 white society found 
overturning slavery unthinkable or pre- 1990 white South Africa found overturn-
ing apartheid unthinkable. The militarized police re/action at Spirit Camp and a 
U.S. president’s subsequent 2017 executive orders to authorize DAPL and other 
Western development projects proved the point: Americans still find it culturally 
unthinkable that Indigenous Peoples— not to mention the Natural World— are 
rights holders.

For the West, it is equally unthinkable to stand with the Natural World— in our 
case, with Mni Oyate— as a person, yet doing so affirms Mni Oyate as a holder of 
rights. Possessing rights means the Mni Oyate could, from a denial or violation 
of their rights, suffer a harm, injury, or wrong. To imagine this idea is to imagine 
that the Mni Oyate has legal standing. Stone argues that the West’s anthropocen-
trism— or as he termed it, “the psychic and socio- psychic aspects”— throws self- 
interest in the way: Why should humanity accept the Mni Oyate as a rights holder 
if it restricts how humans interact with water or the Natural World? In short, 
“What is in it for ‘us’?”13

With this reservation as to the peculiar task of the [human self- interest] argument 
that follows, let me stress that the strongest case can be made from the perspective 
of human advantage for conferring rights on the environment. Scientists have been 
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warning of the crises the earth and all humans on it face if we do not change our 
ways— radically— and these crises make the lost “recreational use” of rivers seem 
absolutely trivial. The earth’s very atmosphere is threatened with frightening pos-
sibilities; absorption of sunlight, upon which the entire life cycle depends, may be 
diminished; the oceans may warm (increasing the “greenhouse effect” of the atmo-
sphere), melting polar ice caps, and destroying our great coastal cities; the portion 
of the atmosphere that shields us from dangerous radiation may be destroyed.14

The culture shift facing the West boils down to how it defines a person, possessed 
of rights. Comparatively, the non- West continues stepping forward to making the 
shift: when human activity harms or injures specific natural objects or things, those 
harmed must be counted as persons with legal standing. For example:

In India, a court recognized Himalayan glaciers as legal persons, and the Ganges 
and Yamuna Rivers were given the same status as a human being. “This means 
legal guardians can now represent the waterways in court over any violation.”

In New Zealand, the Whanganui River is now recognized as a legal person. The 
Maori Nation fought nearly 150 years for the river to be recognized as an 
ancestor.

In 2008, Ecuador built nature’s rights into its constitution, ensuring that 
the country’s entire ecosystem has a “right to exist, persist, maintain and 
regenerate.”15

Responding to endangered, if not collapsing, ecosystems, these non- West efforts 
prove humanity can thread the needle of legal standing for the Natural World.

Otherizing the Natural World

The West, by contrast, defends only humans’ rights. Almost two decades after 
Stone wrote, Joel Schwartz questioned the premise of nature as a rights holder: 
instead of considering the natural rights of persons who have legal standing 
because they have been harmed, he asked whether nature has the moral agency 
that rights require.16 The ethical environmentalism that Stone and others advocated 
extends morality beyond the human circle to include nature. Schwartz believed 
this approach to be wrong:

Ethical environmentalism goes beyond Kantian morality by extending the applica-
bility of the moral law, which no longer applies simply to relations among people, 
but also to relations between people and all natural objects. This expanded moral 
law asks people to regard as immoral the preference for human interests over those 
of animals, vegetables, and minerals. Anthropocentrism— the preference for our 
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erence for oneself over other people.17

Schwartz argued that human free agency and speech give us moral capacity, and 
consent is instrumental in having and exercising rights. The social contract or com-
pact formalizes moral capacity. Human beings secure our rights, then, when we 
give our individual consent to form a sociopolitical body that protects our rights 
against the actions of others. Since the Natural World can neither “represent nor 
speak” for itself, Schwartz saw no moral imperative:

Stone simply assumes that nature, like the other entities that he mentions, can be 
represented; and even if it can be, he wrongly ignores the question of what entitles 
anyone to act as nature’s representative. Nature cannot consent to being represented; 
it gives us no sense of how its “rights” are to be secured or who (since it cannot be 
what) is to secure them.18

His words echo Dred Scott v. Sandford.19 Dred Scott— though clearly a human 
being— had no legal standing. White law treated him as a nonperson object, denied 
the natural rights that his white, human owner enjoyed. It took a civil war among 
whites to break their hold on the idea— almost— that owning humans could be 
sustainable.20

For the West, recognizing the Natural World’s personhood and rights raises the 
same issues that Dred Scott and Standing Bear raised: What view of reality grants 
a society to take from the Natural World without any thought of the harm that 
such taking causes? Schwartz’s criticism goes to the core of how the West frames 
its experiences: no other reality matters, except that of humans.

Realizing Schwartz’s argument cannot fully hold without qualification, Sandra 
Postel argues for a water ethic but within Schwartz’s framework: human beings, 
not nature, are best suited to decide what is in nature’s best interests. Her notion 
of human stewardship of the Natural World would involve a colonizing- like bal-
ancing act at best:

Instead of asking how we can further control and manipulate rivers, lakes, and 
streams to meet our ever- growing demands, we would ask instead how we can best 
satisfy human needs while accommodating the ecological requirements of fresh-
water ecosystems. . . . Embedded in this water ethic is a fundamental question: Do 
rivers and the life within them have a right to water?21

She tries to mitigate anthropocentrism’s harms without changing the human- 
centrism that causes them. The Oceti Sakowin Oyate’s response to her question 
is tentative: “Yes, but.” We pause because she misses the nub: “Is water a rights 
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holder?” As a people, we addressed this unequivocally in our action against DAPL: 
Mni Oyate does have rights, including the right to life, because Mni Oyate has 
personhood.

Western societies and their cultural heirs balk at our stand, though, because 
of how they see their place in the natural order. When the West engages in its 
global colonization projects, it Otherizes non- Westernized peoples. Otherizing 
uses socially constructed differences to claim that nonwhites are inferior, devoid 
of basic human rights. Colonizers use the construct to rationalize harming others 
for colonizers’ benefit. With whites’ hegemony at stake, the West institutionalized 
society- wide Otherizing that persisted well into our grandparents’ and parents’ 
generation: the United States’ separate but equal doctrine, South Africa’s apart-
heid, or Europe’s anti- Semitism.

Colonization’s Otherizing classifies non- Western peoples as nonpersons and 
therefore non– rights holders. In a colonizer framework, Otherizing implies that 
they, too, are objects or things no different from the things in nature (recall plac-
ing Indigenous Peoples under the U.S. Interior Department’s jurisdiction, not the 
State Department’s). Stone’s proposal challenged the West, as #NoDAPL did, to 
examine a core cultural belief. The West’s inability to conceptualize the Natural 
World as little more than its playground has made it difficult for Western- based 
societies to grasp the Indigenous idea that the Natural World possesses personality. 
For example, a 1977 Haudenosaunee delegation to Geneva, Switzerland, told the 
world how Western development had altered the Natural World and that perhaps 
it was time for the West to rethink its core assumptions about the Natural World:

Western culture has been horribly exploitative and destructive of the Natural World. 
Over 140 species of birds and animals were utterly destroyed since the European 
arrival in the Americas, largely because they were unusable in the eyes of the invad-
ers. The forests were leveled, the waters polluted, the Native people[s] subjected to 
genocide. The vast herds of herbivores were reduced to mere handfuls, the buffalo 
nearly became extinct. Western technology and the people who have employed it 
have been the most amazingly destructive forces in all of human history. Not even 
the Ice Ages counted as many victims. . . . 

The majority of the world does not find its roots in Western culture or traditions. 
The majority of the world finds its roots in the Natural World, and it is the Natu-
ral World, and the traditions of the Natural World, which must prevail if we are to 
develop truly free and egalitarian societies.22

Serving development projects globally, colonizers from the West, including non- 
West societies who have adopted Western culture, have exploited every “object” or 
“thing” on Earth without a moral pang. They have targeted the Natural World for 
Otherizing regardless of the harms that follow. To persist in its course of mass harm 
and destruction, the West embraces a confounding paradox of anthropocentric 
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ernized water and drink it too. Coming to terms with the Natural World without 
having to change our behavior toward nature is folly of the deadliest kind. If we 
are to form sustainable relationships with/in the Natural World, then we have to 
live by the good relative mandate.

More Than Life

Postel observed that the much vaunted, globalized marketplace fails to value the 
most essential components of life.

Better pricing and more open markets will assign water a higher value in its eco-
nomic functions, and breed healthy competition that weeds out wasteful and unpro-
ductive uses. But this [marketplace] will not solve the deeper problem. What is 
needed is a set of guidelines and principles that stops us from chipping away at nat-
ural systems until nothing is left of their life- sustaining functions, which the mar-
ketplace fails to value adequately, if at all.23

Eons before Postel called for a global ethic to value the Natural World’s life- 
sustaining functions rather than to use them for profits, the Oceti Sakowin Oyate 
lived— and, since our colonization, has struggled to live— by such an ethic. Phil 
Wambli Nunpa, Sicangu Lakota Treaty Council director, explained that “Water is 
alive: we call it mni wiconi, water is life.”24

The Oceti Sakowin Oyate acknowledge water as a distinct peoples— Mni Oyate 
(Water Nation). Of course, to claim that water is alive counters the West’s con-
struction of it as an inanimate object of nature. U.S. law concerns water quality in 
order “to restore and maintain the chemical, physical, and biological integrity of 
the nation’s waters” so that it is fit for human consumption.25 Water- usage rights 
are construed as either riparian or by prior appropriation. Water development 
projects serve flood control, irrigation, or hydroelectricity. All human- centered, 
these uses of water do not include a view of water as being alive, let alone concep-
tualizing it as a person possessed of legal standing.

We, by contrast, recognize water as having personhood, independent of humans 
“giving” that standing or status, because of our Otokahe Ka Gapi: the story of First 
Beginnings or Creation. Through our story, fundamental values shape the Oceti 
Sakowin Oyate and our relationship with the Natural World.

Inyan was in the beginning. Inyan began Creation by draining its blood to create. 
The first Creation was Maka, the Earth. After Maka, another need arose and Inyan 
drained its blood to address that need for Maka. As this [giving- of- self] process 
continued, Inyan grew weaker and weaker as its energy continued to flow into each 
Creation. . . . 
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Once Creation was complete, Inyan was dry and brittle and scattered all over the 
world. Today we use the Inyan oyate, the Stone People, in our inipi ceremony. . . . 
When the stones are brought in, we address them as tunkan oyate (“the oldest Cre-
ation Nation”). This [inipi ceremony] reminds us that the stones were in the begin-
ning as Inyan.

Through this story . . . we all come from one source, Inyan. We were all created 
out of Inyan’s blood. To address all Creation as a relative, we use the phrase mita-
kuye oyas’in, “all my relatives.”26

Another term our people use to describe our shared Creation with the Natu-
ral World and universe is wakan. “Wa” is anything that is something, and that 
something possesses force- energy; “kan” describes a vein or channel from which 
something— such as force or energy— flows. Our Haudenosaunee relatives rec-
ognize a similar force- energy that they call orenda. For them, it is present in all 
natural presences, and these presences are fully capable of exerting it. This force- 
energy— wakan— and its power to flow are evident in the First Beginning when 
Inyan “opened all of his veins and his blood left him, and Inyan saw that his powers 
went from him in the blood and formed the edge of Maka.”27 From Inyan’s unselfish 
act of giving, he became the stones or rocks, that is, the dry and brittle material we 
encounter in nature. Significantly, how his blood transformed into the Mni Oyate, 
which then flowed around Maka, is how we come to know water as our relative.

In the Oceti Sakowin Oyate’s world view, “ni,” a root term found throughout 
D/L/Nakota vocabulary, expresses aliveness. Mni (water), Wiconi (life), Wicozanni 
(health), Woniya (life- breath), Inipi (steam purification), and Niya (an infant’s first 
vital breath) together convey that water manifests life in our consciousness daily. 
For instance, George Sword shared his insight about the Inipi ceremony, illus-
trating how the ceremony not only reenacts the First Beginnings— when Inyan 
released a force- energy that flowed, enveloping Maka and imparting life to the 
Water Nation— but also binds the Mni Oyate and the Oceti Sakowin Oyate as 
intimate relatives.

The white people call it a sweat lodge. The Lakotas do not understand it so. The 
Lakota think of it as a lodge to make the body strong and pure. They call it initi. . . . 
The ni of a Lakota is that which he breathes into his body and it goes all through it 
and keeps it alive.

The spirit of the water is good for the ni and it will make it strong. Anything hot 
will make the spirit of water free and it goes upward. . . . An initi is made close so that 
it will hold the spirit of the water. Then one in it [the initi] can breathe it [the Mni 
Oyate] into the body. It [the Mni Oyate] will then make the ni strong, and they will 
cleanse all in the body. They wash it and it comes out on the skin like te mini [sic]. 
Te mini [sic] is sweat. It is the water on the body. A Lakota does not inipi to make 
the water on the body. He does it to wash the inside of the body.
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thinks about making his ni strong so that it will purify him.28

Acknowledging that water has its own agency, which is personhood’s attribute, 
causes Westernized folks to raise their eyebrows, as perhaps James Walker did 
when Sword explained this to him over a century ago. Yet recent water studies 
support Sword’s claim.

Dr. Masaru Emoto’s water research challenges, if not defies, Western views 
about the Natural World as spiritless, inanimate objects. On one level, human bod-
ies, on average, contain between 60 and 70 percent water by weight, but 99 percent 
of the molecules throughout the human body have water as a primary constituent. 
Therefore, normal body functions have a direct relationship with water. Dehydra-
tion reminds us of this relationship. But water has other qualities that suggest a 
much greater relational role than the West has imagined.

Studies of mindfulness, however controversial, suggest that water responds quali-
tatively to intentionality. For example, an apple is about 80 percent water. Positive 
intentionality (good words and good thoughts) toward one half of an apple and neg-
ative intentionality (bad words and bad thoughts) toward the other half produce dif-
ference responses: the first half stays healthy, the second rots.29

Since the human body, like an apple, is mostly water, both Sword and Emoto expe-
rienced water’s responsiveness to intentions. Sword’s observations that water has 
a spirit came from his ceremonial experiences and from our Creation story, while 
Emoto used technology to test what we already knew about the Mni Oyate. In 
both cases, intentionality provided the conduit in water’s relationship with human-
ity. For example, one of Emoto’s experiments subjected water in various contain-
ers to either harsh or euphonious music, offensive or nurturing language (either 
written or verbal), and negative or positive thoughts. He then froze the water to 
examine its crystalline structure. Was there any difference between water that had 
been intentionally treated well or badly? The results showed that water responds 
to intentions and reflects their qualities.

All the classical music that we exposed the water to resulted in well- formed crystals 
with distinct characteristics. In contrast, the water exposed to violent heavy metal 
music resulted in fragmented and malformed crystals at best.

But our experiment didn’t stop there. We next thought about what would hap-
pen if we wrote words or phrases like “Thank you” and “Fool” on pieces of paper, 
and wrapped the paper around the bottles of water with the words facing in. . . . 

Water exposed to “Thank you” formed beautiful hexagonal crystals, but water 
exposed to the word “Fool” produced crystals similar to the water exposed to heavy- 
metal music, malformed and fragmented.30
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Emoto’s results are no surprise to the Oceti Sakowin Oyate and other Indigenous 
Peoples. From both Sword and Emoto, we can emotionally and intuitively begin to 
understand the relationship between these two peoples: humans and water. Sword 
described water’s direct, salutary effect on us as extremely positive: water makes the 
Oceti Sakowin Oyate spiritually and physically strong from within, because love 
and gratitude are the two emotions we most often express in our lifeway through 
our prayers and songs. Hence, we integrate water’s effect when we either breathe 
its vapor during an inipi ceremony or drink it. But the Mni Oyate also possesses 
another quality whose implication is significant: that water has memory.

In 1988, Jacques Benveniste (1935– 2004), an immunologist from France, 
articulated a theory of water memory. Like Emoto’s water studies and the Oceti 
Sakowin Oyate’s understanding that water is alive, his theory remains controver-
sial in the West. The theory states that water records, retains, and transmits infor-
mation about its environment. Benveniste’s theory explains that water molecules, 
through ionic attraction to one another, form closed structures— “structured mem-
ory.” These structures have the capacity to record and store the electromagnetic 
signature, which means information about whatever object (or event) they come 
in contact with. Moreover, because the signature is electromagnetic, dilution does 
not affect the information’s integrity. Hence, when we consume water in any form, 
water transmits to us the information it holds. With every drink or breath of water 
vapor, the Mni Oyate and human beings are bidirectionally communicating, how-
ever unaware we may be that this two- way communication is going on.

The West continues to struggle metaphysically with what Indigenous Peoples 
have embraced since time immemorial, namely, the Natural World has person-
ality and personhood, and nature’s peoples are capable of having agency in rela-
tionships, such as mirroring emotions and even hashing things out. This deeper 
awareness of who the peoples of the Natural World are shows why Oceti Sakowin 
Oyate’s action against DAPL is of a different order altogether. It comes from a far 
deeper understanding, from how we understand reality and the world we inhabit. 
As I explained in “We Are Blood Relatives”:

That water is alive— and therefore possesses personality or personhood— defines 
our cultural response to DAPL. Our definition challenges the West’s anthropocen-
trism, which accords person/peoplehood only to humans. Hence the Western way 
of life would both deny and defy water as having personhood. Yet the United States 
can arbitrarily recognize fictional entities like corporations as legal persons, while 
denying personhood to humans who become subject to the Thirteenth Amend-
ment’s slavery exception.

The Mni Oyate, then, is not unlike Indigenous peoples from Africa who, for 245 
years in America, were racially constructed, socially viewed, institutionally han-
dled, and economically exploited in the service of Western development. Similarly 
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water and the [purported] right to harm water.
By contrast, our relationship with water is framed not as possessing rights over 

water but as protecting the rights of water. The Oceti Sakowin Oyate’s original set 
of instructions requires us to be good relatives to the natural world. “What respon-
sible conduct does water expect from us?” is a development question that we take 
seriously, however alien the question is to ETP and those behind the DAPL project.

This culture- based understanding motivates the Oceti Sakowin Oyate to chal-
lenge the DAPL. How could it not? . . . During ceremonies such as the Sun Dance, 
individuals release blood from their bodies— as Inyan did at Creation— so that all 
life may continue on Earth. By weight, the human body is at least half water, mak-
ing the Oceti Sakowin Oyate a blood relative of Mni Oyate. We are members of the 
Water Nation.31

Standing with Mni Oyate

When the Oceti Sakowin Oyate met modernity at Standing Rock, both the media 
(mainstream and social) and the West, responding as it did with state violence 
(militarized police and corporate security), missed the motivating core of our 
action. The media labeled our challenge to DAPL as environmental justice— a label 
that was not altogether incorrect. After all, ETP relocated DAPL just north of the 
Standing Rock Reservation after whites in Bismarck had objected to the pipeline as 
well, since it had originally been planned to cross the Mni Sose just north of their 
city. Clean water is an environmental concern, and oil spills contaminate water. But 
when the Oceti Sakowin Oyate argued precisely as the whites did about the pipe-
line’s dangers, a militarized reaction rather than a route change was the response. 
Everyone knows why. Whenever a modern state pursues development, Native 
Peoples are expendable: our lives and losses are valued less than those of whites.

Unpacking the militarized police reaction to the Spirit Camp is complicated. 
One piece is the history of U.S. violence against us. Ever since 1851, Americans 
have waged war against the Oceti Sakowin Oyate, requiring us to fight back in 
self- defense. We successfully outfought the U.S. military in our homeland during 
the latter half of the nineteenth century, then again at Wounded Knee in spring 
1973, and most recently in the latter part of 2016 when the Mni Wiconi call gained 
international traction.

Another piece is our sovereignty and U.S. treaties with us. When North Dakota 
and ETP managed through the DAPL decision- making process to marginalize a 
sovereign peoples’ voice, the Oceti Sakowin Oyate asserted its sovereignty. The 
Americans’ 1851 and 1868 Fort Laramie Treaties recognize our national bound-
aries, which DAPL crosses. But because of Americans’ colonization and illegal 
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occupation of our homelands, Americans willfully ignore their own treaties and 
trample on human, if not nature’s, rights to life for the sake of Western development.

ETP’s narrative about its decision- making process and the “public hearings” it 
held on DAPL invoked a process that did not include but marginalized our voices. 
Again, from “We Are Blood Relatives”:

In its August 2016 progress report almost two years later, ETP stated the Dakota 
Access “has held 154 meetings with local elected officials and community orga-
nizations” and held “five public Open House meetings in North Dakota.” To the 
uninitiated, Dakota Access comes across as a responsible corporate neighbor. What 
the progress report failed to mention, however, is that Indigenous peoples, such 
the Hunkpapa Titunwan (Standing Rock Sioux Tribe), were not included in these 
meetings. In their failure to understand that Indigenous peoples have a nation- to- 
nation relationship with the United States, Dakota Access and the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers put Indigenous peoples in the position of having to react to the Corps’ 
environment assessment after the fact.

While we must analyze how U.S. colonization marginalizes our voices procedur-
ally, the marginalization we experienced with DAPL is not the reason we take the 
stand we do. The Oceti Sakowin Oyate’s and its allies’ resistance to DAPL aims to 
protect water from harm.32

Controlling the national DAPL narrative was crucial for ETP, North Dakota, and 
other pro- DAPL stakeholders, for example, Wells Fargo, Royal Bank of Canada, 
and investors. Mainstream, corporate media colluded with state and corporate 
security forces to intentionally mislabel the NoDAPL action as violent and to 
imply that individuals at the camps were violent too, even implying that in our 
own homeland, we are terrorists. State and corporate forces used these insinua-
tions to rationalize their militarized violence to shut down the Mni Wiconi action. 
But social media exposed the state and corporate lie. Social media recordings and 
other alternative media outlets at the Sacred Stone and Spirit Camps presented 
nonviolent, prayerful Water Protectors subjected to state/corporate intimidation 
and violence.

By complicating the corporate narrative, social media helped globalize NoDAPL 
and decentered state and corporate violence. Social media showed families, groups, 
and individuals arriving with supplies— food, water, medical, and other human-
itarian items needed— from communities and organizations; they showed wel-
coming ceremonies when Indigenous nations arrived and posted their national 
flags to signify international solidarity; they showed the outpouring of goodwill, 
friendship, healing, and ceremonies at the camps; and they showed Indigenous 
leaders engaged in nonviolent decolonizing actions, even under the threat of state 
violence and incarceration. The images that went out over social media and other 
alternative news outlets left the West’s institutions bewildered.
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daily water ceremonies for the Mni Oyate throughout the camps. Our peoples 
showed a watching world that contrary to state and corporate press conferences 
and releases that framed the Mni Wiconi action as near terrorism, the Water Pro-
tectors engaged in prayerful relationships and peaceful activities among themselves 
and with the Mni Oyate. They modeled human beings who value water intrinsi-
cally, rather than as another resource to exploit. Water memory theory advises us 
to make peace with our relative, water— to recognize water as a legal person who 
is alive, who has agency and memory, and who holds legal standing.

Structural memory enables water to take an impression [or imprint] of anything 
that happens around it, and to connect all living systems together. And each one of 
us is a link in an endless chain of information transmission. But, in addition, each 
of us is also a source of information. Every one of our actions, a thought, an emo-
tion, an uttered word separates from us and becomes part of the overall— and ergo— 
information environment.

Informational dirt is poisoning the water, accumulating layer by layer in its mem-
ory. If that process were to continue endlessly, the water could lose its mind.

But [water] is endowed with a self- cleansing capacity. This occurs at the moment 
of phase transition, when it vaporizes and then condenses and falls as rain, or when 
it freezes and then melts. Shaking off the informational grime, water preserves its 
basic structure. That is the program for life.33

What is the Mni Oyate remembering of the humans at Standing Rock, and what 
stories will Water People transmit as they flow around the planet? What memo-
ries of Standing Rock will water eventually carry through our bodies too? We can 
only ponder. State militarized law enforcement and hired private, corporate secu-
rity personnel stood against Water Protectors across an erected barrier, such as we 
see in fear- based societies uncertain of their legitimacy. They even used water to 
harm us with their water cannons, deployed in subfreezing temperatures. Threat-
ening or engaging in violence is how humans— the presumed beings of moral 
agency— respond to nonviolent action in defense of the Natural World. The con-
trast between modernity’s violence and traditional peacemaking could not have 
been more stark and clear to the Mni Oyate. Perhaps the Mni Oyate witnessed 
humans on the cusp of an existential epiphany.

Beyond political outcomes, the NoDAPL action created a watershed moment 
in human consciousness— maybe water appreciates puns too. Indigenous Peoples 
sheared away how the West thinks about the Natural World to reveal water as living 
peoples. Indeed, they are our relatives and we theirs. Our Original Instructions give 
us the responsibility to be in a good way with each other. That good way includes 
aiding the Water People when they are threatened. For the Oceti Sakowin Oyate 
and our allies, serving as water’s protectors was and remains the right course, the 
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one that matters most. Within our bodies, being a good relative is how we want 
the Mni Oyate to remember us.
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THE GREAT SIOUX NATION AND THE RESISTANCE  
TO COLONIAL LAND GRABBING

Roxanne Dunbar- Ortiz

This excerpt from An Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United States 
unpacks the origin of the nineteenth- century treaties and colonial land 
grabbing that have repeatedly denied the Sioux the right to their land.

The first international relationship between the Sioux Nation and the U.S. gov-
ernment was established in 1805 with a treaty of peace and friendship two years 
after the United States acquired the Louisiana Territory, which included the Sioux 
Nation among many other Indigenous nations.1 Other such treaties followed in 
1815 and 1825. These peace treaties had no immediate effect on Sioux political 
autonomy or territory. By 1834, competition in the fur trade, with the market 
dominated by the Rocky Mountain Fur Company, led the Oglala Sioux to move 
away from the upper Missouri to the upper Platte near Fort Laramie. By 1846, 
seven thousand Sioux had moved south. Thomas Fitzpatrick, the Indian agent in 
1846, recommended that the United States purchase land to establish a fort, which 
became Fort Laramie. “My opinion,” Fitzpatrick wrote, “is that a post at, or in the 
vicinity of Laramie is much wanted, it would be nearly in the center of the buffalo 
range, where all the formidable Indian tribes are fast approaching, and near where 
there will eventually be a struggle for the ascendancy [in the fur trade].”2 Fitzpat-
rick believed that a garrison of at least three hundred soldiers would be necessary 
to keep the Indians under control.

Although the Sioux and the United States redefined their relationship in the 
Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851, this was followed by a decade of war between the two 
parties, ending with the Peace Treaty of Fort Laramie in 1868. Both of these trea-
ties, though not reducing Sioux political sovereignty, ceded large parts of Sioux 
territory by establishing mutually recognized boundaries, and the Sioux granted 
concessions to the United States that gave legal color to the Sioux’s increasing eco-
nomic dependency on the United States and its economy. During the half century 
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before the 1851 treaty, the Sioux had been gradually enveloped in the fur trade and 
had become dependent on horses and European- manufactured guns, ammuni-
tion, iron cookware, tools, textiles, and other items of trade that replaced their tra-
ditional crafts. On the plains the Sioux gradually abandoned farming and turned 
entirely to bison hunting for their subsistence and for trade. This increased depen-
dency on the buffalo in turn brought deeper dependency on guns and ammunition 
that had to be purchased with more hides, creating the vicious circle that charac-
terized modern colonialism. With the balance of power tipped by midcentury, U.S. 
traders and the military exerted pressure on the Sioux for land cessions and rights 
of way as the buffalo population decreased. The hardships for the Sioux caused 
by constant attacks on their villages, forced movement, and resultant disease and 
starvation took a toll on their strength to resist domination. They entered into the 
1868 treaty with the United States on strong terms from a military standpoint— 
the Sioux remained an effective guerrilla fighting force through the 1880s, never 
defeated by the U.S. Army— but their dependency on buffalo and on trade allowed 
for escalated federal control when buffalo were purposely exterminated by the 
army between 1870 and 1876. After that the Sioux were fighting for survival.

Economic dependency on buffalo and trade was replaced with survival depen-
dency on the U.S. government for rations and commodities guaranteed in the 1868 
treaty. The agreement stipulated that “no treaty for the cession of any portion or 
part of the reservation herein described which may be held in common shall be 
of any validation or force against the said Indians, unless executed and signed by 
at least three fourths of all the adult male Indians.”3 Nevertheless, in 1876, with no 
such validation, and with the discovery of gold by Custer’s Seventh Cavalry, the U.S. 

“Warrior by Choice.” Photograph by Michelle Latimer.
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government seized the Black Hills— Paha Sapa— a large, resource- rich portion of 
the treaty- guaranteed Sioux territory, the center of the Great Sioux Nation, a reli-
gious shrine and sanctuary. When the Sioux surrendered after the wars of 1876– 77, 
they lost not only the Black Hills but also the Powder River country. The next U.S. 
move was to change the western boundary of the Sioux Nation, whose territory, 
though atrophied from its original, was a contiguous block. By 1877, after the army 
drove the Sioux out of Nebraska, all that was left was a block between the 103rd 
meridian and the Missouri, thirty- five thousand square miles of land the United 
States had designated as Dakota Territory (the next step toward statehood, in this 
case the states of North and South Dakota). The first of several waves of northern 
European immigrants now poured into eastern Dakota Territory, pressing against 
the Missouri River boundary of the Sioux. At the Anglo- American settlement of 
Bismarck on the Missouri, the westward- pushing Northern Pacific Railroad was 
blocked by the reservation. Settlers bound for Montana and the Pacific Northwest 
called for trails to be blazed and defended across the reservation. Promoters who 
wanted cheap land to sell at high prices to immigrants schemed to break up the 
reservation. Except for the Sioux units that continued to fight, the Sioux people 
were unarmed, had no horses, and were unable even to feed and clothe themselves, 
dependent upon government rations.

Next came allotment. Before the Dawes Act was even implemented, a govern-
ment commission arrived in Sioux territory from Washington, D.C., in 1888 with a 
proposal to reduce the Sioux Nation to six small reservations, a scheme that would 
leave nine million acres open for Euro- American settlement. The commission 
found it impossible to obtain signatures of the required three- fourths of the nation 
as required under the 1868 treaty, and so returned to Washington with a recom-
mendation that the government ignore the treaty and take the land without Sioux 
consent. The only means to accomplish that goal was legislation, Congress having 
relieved the government of the obligation to negotiate a treaty. Congress commis-
sioned General George Crook to head a delegation to try again, this time with an 
offer of $1.50 per acre. In a series of manipulations and dealings with leaders whose 
people were now starving, the commission garnered the needed signatures. The 
Great Sioux Nation was broken into small islands soon surrounded on all sides by 
European immigrants, with much of the reservation land a checkerboard with set-
tlers on allotments or leased land.4 Creating these isolated reservations broke the 
historical relationships between clans and communities of the Sioux Nation and 
opened areas where Europeans settled. It also allowed the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
to exercise tighter control, buttressed by the bureau’s boarding school system. The 
Sun Dance, the annual ceremony that had brought Sioux together and reinforced 
national unity, was outlawed, along with other religious ceremonies. Despite the 
Sioux people’s weak position under late nineteenth- century colonial domination, 
they managed to begin building a modest cattle- ranching business to replace their 
former bison- hunting economy. In 1903, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled, in Lone 
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93Wolf v. Hitchcock, that a March 3, 1871, appropriations rider was constitutional 
and that Congress had “plenary” power to manage Indian property. The Office 
of Indian Affairs could thus dispose of Indian lands and resources regardless of 
the terms of previous treaty provisions. Legislation followed that opened the res-
ervations to settlement through leasing and even sale of allotments taken out of 
trust. Nearly all prime grazing lands came to be occupied by non- Indian ranch-
ers by the 1920s.

By the time of the New Deal– Collier era and nullification Indian land allotment 
under the Indian Reorganization Act, non- Indians outnumbered Indians on the 
Sioux reservations three to one. However, the drought of the mid-  to late 1930s 
drove many settler ranchers off Sioux land, and the Sioux purchased some of that 
land, which had been theirs. However, “tribal governments” imposed in the wake 
of the Indian Reorganization Act proved particularly harmful and divisive for the 
Sioux.5 Concerning this measure, the late Mathew King, elder traditional historian 
of the Oglala Sioux (Pine Ridge), observed: “The Bureau of Indian Affairs drew up 
the constitution and by- laws of this organization with the Indian Reorganization 
Act of 1934. This was the introduction of home rule. . . . The traditional people 
still hang on to their Treaty, for we are a sovereign nation. We have our own gov-
ernment.”6 “Home rule,” or neocolonialism, proved a short- lived policy, however, 
for in the early 1950s the United States developed its termination policy, with leg-
islation ordering gradual eradication of every reservation and even the tribal gov-
ernments.7 At the time of termination and relocation, per capita annual income 
on the Sioux reservations stood at $355, while that in nearby South Dakota towns 
was $2,500. Despite these circumstances, in pursuing its termination policy, the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs advocated the reduction of services and introduced its 
program to relocate Indians to urban industrial centers, with a high percentage of 
Sioux moving to San Francisco and Denver in search of jobs.8

Mathew King has described the United States throughout its history as alter-
nating between a “peace” policy and a “war” policy in its relations with Indige-
nous nations and communities, saying that these pendulum swings coincided with 
the strength and weakness of Native resistance. Between the alternatives of exter-
mination and termination (war policies) and preservation (peace policy), King 
argued, were interim periods characterized by benign neglect and assimilation. 
With organized Indigenous resistance to war programs and policies, concessions 
are granted. When pressure lightens, new schemes are developed to separate Indi-
ans from their land, resources, and cultures. Scholars, politicians, policymakers, 
and the media rarely term U.S. policy toward Indigenous peoples as colonialism. 
King, however, believed that his people’s country had been a colony of the United 
States since 1890.

The logical progression of modern colonialism begins with economic pene-
tration and graduates to a sphere of influence, then to protectorate status or indi-
rect control, military occupation, and finally annexation. This corresponds to the 
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process experienced by the Sioux people in relation to the United States. The eco-
nomic penetration of fur traders brought the Sioux within the U.S. sphere of influ-
ence. The transformation of Fort Laramie from a trading post, the center of Sioux 
trade, to a U.S. Army outpost in the mid- nineteenth century indicates the integral 
relationship between trade and colonial control. Growing protectorate status estab-
lished through treaties culminated in the 1868 Sioux treaty, followed by military 
occupation achieved by extreme exemplary violence, such as at Wounded Knee in 
1890, and finally dependency. Annexation by the United States is marked symbol-
ically by the imposition of U.S. citizenship on the Sioux (and most other Indians) 
in 1924. Mathew King and other traditional Sioux saw the siege of Wounded Knee 
in 1973 as a turning point, although the violent backlash that followed was harsh.

Two decades of collective Indigenous resistance culminating at Wounded Knee 
in 1973 defeated the 1950s federal termination policy. Yet proponents of the disap-
pearance of Indigenous nations seem never to tire of trying. Another move toward 
termination developed in 1977 with dozens of congressional bills to abrogate all 
Indian treaties and terminate all Indian governments and trust territories. Indig-
enous resistance defeated those initiatives as well, with another caravan across 
the country. Like colonized peoples elsewhere in the world, the Sioux have been 
involved in decolonization efforts since the mid- twentieth century. Wounded Knee 
in 1973 was part of this struggle, as was their involvement in UN committees and 
international forums.9 However, in the early twenty- first century, free- market fun-
damentalist economists and politicians identified the communally owned Indige-
nous reservation lands as an asset to be exploited and, under the guise of helping 
to end Indigenous poverty on those reservations, call for doing away with them— a 
new extermination and termination initiative.

NOTES

 1. Miguel Alfonso Martínez, Human Rights of Indigenous Peoples: Study on Treaties, 
Agreements and Other Constructive Arrangements between States and Indigenous 
Populations. Final Report, UN Document E/CN.4/Sub.2/1999/20, June 22, 1999. 
See also Erica- Irene A. Daes, Human Rights of Indigenous Peoples: Report of the 
Working Group on Indigenous Populations on Its Seventeenth Session (Geneva, 26– 
30 July 1999), UN Document E/CN.4/Sub.2/1999/19, August 12, 1999.

 2. Robert A. Trennert, Alternative to Extinction: Federal Indian Policy and the Begin-
nings of the Reservation System, 1846– 51 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
1975), 166.

 3. Article XII, 1868 Ft. Laramie Treaty, in Roxanne Dunbar- Ortiz, The Great Sioux 
Nation: Sitting in Judgment on America (1977; repr. Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 2013), 99.

 4. Testimony of Pat McLaughlin, then chairman of the Standing Rock Sioux govern-
ment, Fort Yates, North Dakota (May 8, 1976), at hearings of the American Indian 
Policy Review Commission, established by Congress in the act of January 3, 1975.
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95 5. See Kenneth R. Philip, John Collier’s Crusade for Indian Reform, 1920– 1954 (Tuc-
son: University of Arizona Press, 1977).

 6. Matthew King quoted in Dunbar- Ortiz, The Great Sioux Nation, 156.
 7. For a lucid discussion of neocolonialism in relation to American Indians and the 

reservation system, see Joseph Jorgensen, Sun Dance Religion: Power for the Pow-
erless (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), 89– 146.

 8. There is continuous migration from reservations to cities and border towns and 
back to the reservations, so that half the Indian population at any time is away from 
the reservation. Generally, however, relocation is not permanent and resembles 
migratory labor more than permanent relocation. This conclusion is based on my 
personal observations and on unpublished studies of the Indigenous populations 
in the San Francisco Bay area and Los Angeles.

 9. The American Indian Movement convened a meeting in June 1974 that founded 
the International Indian Treaty Council (IITC), receiving consultative status in the 
UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) in February 1977. The IITC partici-
pated in the UN Conference on Desertification in Buenos Aires, March 1977, and 
made presentations to the UN Human Rights Commission in August 1977 and in 
February and August 1978. It also led the organizing for the Non- Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs) Conference on Indigenous Peoples of the Americas, held at 
UN headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland, in September 1977; participated in the 
World Conference on Racism in Basel, Switzerland, in May 1978; and participated 
in establishing the UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations, the UN Per-
manent Forum on Indigenous Issues, and the 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples. See Walter R. Echo- Hawk, In the Light of Justice: The Rise of 
Human Rights in Native America and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (Golden, Colo.: Fulcrum, 2013); Vine Deloria Jr., Behind the Trail of Broken 
Treaties: An Indian Declaration of Independence (1974; repr. Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1985); Roxanne Dunbar- Ortiz, Dalee Sambo Dorough, Gudmundur 
Alfredsson, Lee Swepston, and Peter Wille, eds., Indigenous Peoples’ Rights in Inter-
national Law: Emergence and Application (Kautokeino, Norway: Gáldu; Copenha-
gen: IWGIA, 2015).
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THE SUPREME LAW OF THE LAND
STANDING ROCK AND THE DAKOTA ACCESS PIPELINE

Jeffrey Ostler and Nick Estes

This revised essay was originally published in Indian  
Country Today Media Network on January 16, 2017.

On December 4, 2016, opponents of the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) won a 
major victory when the Army Corps of Engineers announced it would not grant 
an easement for the pipeline to be built under Lake Oahe on the Missouri River. 
The Water Protectors who heroically resisted the pipeline for months celebrated 
the decision, but realized that the corps’ decision did not mean the Black Snake was 
dead. The corps stated that it would pursue further review and analysis through 
an Environmental Impact Statement, and it could still grant an easement at some 
future date.

Donald Trump’s election only enhanced the sense that the fight is not won. 
Not only has Trump held financial interest in the pipeline (and likely still does), 
he is a friend of the fossil- fuel industry and has never shown respect for Ameri-
can Indian nations.

Pipeline advocates have challenged the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe’s conten-
tion that the pipeline is being constructed across lands recognized by the United 
States as Sioux territory in the 1851 Fort Laramie Treaty. Just days after the corps’ 
decision not to grant an easement, outgoing North Dakota governor Jack Dalrym-
ple wrote an op- ed piece stating that “the pipeline’s permitted route never crosses 
tribal land. Those opponents who cite the 1851 Treaty of Ft. Laramie to dispute 
who owns the lands conveniently ignore the later treaty of 1868.”1 It is worth exam-
ining these claims in detail.

A close look at the record shows that Standing Rock and the Sioux Nation did 
not cede the 1851 treaty lands. Furthermore, Standing Rock retains water rights 
from the 1851 treaty and subsequent treaties. These water rights give the tribe 
jurisdiction over the Missouri River at the point of DAPL’s proposed crossing.
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There is no question about the accuracy of Standing Rock’s contention that the 
pipeline is being constructed across lands recognized as Sioux territory under the 
1851 treaty. That treaty stated that the northern boundary for Sioux territory was 
at the Heart River, north of the DAPL route. At first glance, it may seem as though 
the Sioux ceded these lands under the 1868 treaty. Article 2 of the 1868 treaty 
established a “permanent reservation” for the Sioux with a northern boundary at 
the current border between the states of North and South Dakota, in other words, 
south of the DAPL route.2 In 1978, however, the Indian Claims Commission (ICC) 
reviewed the 1868 treaty negotiations and concluded that “the Indians cannot have 
regarded the 1868 Treaty as a treaty of cession. No- where in the history leading 
up to the treaty negotiations themselves is there any indication that the United 
States was seeking a land cession or that the Sioux were willing to consent to one.”3 
The famous Jesuit missionary Father Pierre- Jean De Smet, acting as an unofficial 
liaison for the commissioners, assured Lakotas and Dakotas at the time that the 
treaty provided them with many benefits “without the least remuneration or ces-
sion of lands on their part.”4 Without this assurance, they would not have signed.

As of this date, the majority of the Sioux tribes, including the Standing Rock 
Sioux, have rejected the ICC’s decision to award monetary compensation for lands 

“Stolen Land.” Photograph by Nick Estes.
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north of the permanent reservation established under the 1868 treaty. The Sioux 
tribes have also rejected monetary compensation for the theft of their sacred Black 
Hills. After a military expedition commanded by George Armstrong Custer dis-
covered gold in the Black Hills in 1874, the United States coerced a minority of 
Sioux chiefs and headmen into signing an agreement in 1876 that ceded the Black 
Hills along with unceded lands outside the 1868 treaty’s permanent reservation. 
But the 1876 agreement violated a provision in the 1868 treaty that any future 
land cession must “be signed by at least three- fourths of all the adult male” tribal 
members. After decades of litigation, the ICC ruled in 1974 that the 1876 agree-
ment was an unconstitutional seizure under the Fifth Amendment. In 1980, the 
U.S. Supreme Court upheld the ICC’s decision, observing: “a more ripe and rank 
case of dishonorable dealing will never, in all probability, be found in our history.”5 
Although the Supreme Court’s decision focused on the illegal taking of the Black 
Hills, it reinforced a growing legal recognition that the United States had unjustly 
taken Sioux lands.

Under U.S. law, the federal government does not have authority to return lands 
illegally taken, and so the courts remedied the taking of lands outside the 1868 
treaty’s permanent reservation and the Black Hills by awarding monetary compen-
sation. The Sioux Nation, however, has consistently rejected monetary compen-
sation for the stolen lands and has instead argued for the return of the majority of 
Black Hills lands that are under federal ownership. (Private property would remain 
in private hands.) Although Standing Rock would have a legitimate moral claim 
to lands south of the Heart River— across which DAPL is being constructed— the 
tribe is not arguing for the return of those lands. Nonetheless, the tribe’s position 
that the pipeline is being built across 1851 treaty lands and that these lands have 
never been legitimately ceded is historically accurate and legally sound.

Standing Rock has strongly opposed the pipeline’s current route since 2014, 
arguing that DAPL crossing the Missouri River would negatively impact the tribe’s 
water supply and violate its water rights. Once again, the tribe’s position is sup-
ported by treaties now codified within Sioux Nation tribal constitutions. The 1851 
treaty described Sioux territory as extending as far east as the Missouri River, a 
boundary designated by Article 2 of the 1868 treaty as the “low- water mark” on 
the river’s east bank. The Standing Rock constitution, however, delineates reserva-
tion boundaries and jurisdiction according to the 1889 Sioux Agreement. Section 
3 of the agreement puts Standing Rock’s eastern frontier as “beginning at a point 
in the center of the main channel of the Missouri River, opposite the mouth of the 
Cannon Ball River,” a location just south of the larger antipipeline encampment.6 
Both the encampment and the DAPL Missouri River crossing site are technically 
outside reservation limits, but they are still on unceded treaty lands.

The Standing Rock constitution was drafted with incredible foresight in order 
to protect tribal water; it reserves jurisdiction over “all rights- of- way, waterways, 
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of this, just months after the constitution’s adoption in 1959, the corps completed 
construction of the Oahe Dam. As a result, fifty- six thousand acres of Standing 
Rock river lands were flooded and destroyed, hundreds of families dislocated, and 
the corps assumed primary jurisdiction over the Missouri River and its shore-
line without Standing Rock’s consent. Congress authorized Oahe Dam under the 
1944 Flood Control Act (alternatively known as the Pick- Sloan Plan), which also 
authorized the construction of five more dams on the Missouri’s main stem, all 
disproportionately flooding Native lands. Pick- Sloan dams set into motion what 
the late Standing Rock Sioux scholar Vine Deloria Jr. characterized as “the single 
most destructive act ever perpetrated on any tribe by the United States.”8 In total, 
550 square miles of Native lands (half the size of Rhode Island) were destroyed, 
and more than nine hundred Native families were dislocated. The Sioux were 
deracinated— violently uprooted— from their river.

Did the corps overstep its authority? Certainly, it did. The Flood Control Act 
only authorized the corps to construct dams— not to expunge tribal jurisdiction. 
Its less- than- precise language in Section 4 opened the river for “public use” and 
“recreational purposes.” It did not strip any tribe of its authority or jurisdiction 
over the Missouri River. Still, the corps condemned lands under “eminent domain,” 
and Congress awarded compensation in the 1958 Standing Rock Sioux Tribe Act. 
Yet neither the Flood Control Act that took the land nor the Standing Rock Sioux 
Tribe Act that awarded compensation for taking the land explicitly extinguished 
tribal jurisdiction; and neither authorized or provided any compensation for the 
corps taking the river itself from the tribes.

The Sioux Nation has since contended that the Missouri River and its shore-
line were never legally ceded, and they are right. The corps altering the flow of the 
river contravenes a 1908 Supreme Court decision known as the Winters Doctrine. 
The doctrine holds that however diminished current reservation boundaries may 
be, tribes retain senior, reserved rights to water flowing through the originally 
defined boundaries established by treaty, statute, or executive order. Whether by 
dam or by ruptured oil pipeline, altering the flow of the Missouri River or any 
river within Sioux treaty territory violates the spirit of the Winters Doctrine. But 
the Sioux Nation has yet to legally invoke the doctrine because of rightful fear 
that any quantification of water rights, as history has shown, would likely result 
in endless constraints and the diminishment of tribal sovereignty. Nevertheless, 
Standing Rock and the Sioux Nation maintain a legitimate moral claim to the river.

As we await the Environmental Impact Statement as to whether or not the corps 
should grant DAPL an easement to cross the Missouri River, Standing Rock’s argu-
ment for treaty rights alone is compelling. This does not diminish other grievances, 
such as the pipeline company’s brazen defilement of tribal burial and cultural sites, 
or North Dakota’s copious use of violence against unarmed Water Protectors. For 
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those who argue that Native treaties are archaic documents that are no longer 
valid, a certain document older than the treaties, the U.S. Constitution, regards 
them as “the supreme law of the land.” Are we to blame Standing Rock for asking 
the United States to obey its own Constitution?

NOTES
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“Money Protectors.” Photograph by Nick Estes.
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STRIKING AT THE HEART OF CAPITAL
INTERNATIONAL FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS AND INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLES’ HUMAN RIGHTS

Michelle L. Cook

From the Pequot War, to Wounded Knee, to Sand Creek the Indian wars in the 
United States of America continue.1 The near yearlong occupation and contin-
ued struggle by Indigenous2 peoples and their allies against the Dakota Access 
Pipeline (DAPL) and its lead company Energy Transfer Partners (ETP)3 high-
lighted for Americans, and the world community, the twenty- first- century power 
of Indigenous- led movements. The world also witnessed the reprehensible state 
violence and repression they face when exercising their basic human rights to self- 
determination over their traditional lands in the United States.4 While perhaps 
shocking for some, sadly, the tragedy is that the violence that occurred at Stand-
ing Rock is not a rare, unique, or exceptional case. It is a microcosmic reoccur-
rence of the same patterns of dishonorable history, colonization, and oppression 
presently reconstituted, recycled, and repeated in the lives of Indian peoples and 
Indigenous peoples throughout the world.5 The stand against DAPL was one of the 
largest intertribal gatherings providing mutual aid and defense in over a century,6 
also consisting of thousands of non-Indigenous allies throughout the United States 
and the rest of the world. Yet, Indigenous peoples and allies experienced extreme 
human- rights violations at Standing Rock. Human- rights violations relating to the 
criminalization of dissent and suppression of the DAPL protest are detailed in a 
report to the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Victo-
ria Tauli- Corpuz. The report highlights:

On September 3, 2016, about 200 water protectors were gathered in a peaceful march 
and pipe ceremony when they encountered workers bulldozing an ancestral burial 
site identified in court filings the previous evening as an area of historical, archae-
ological, spiritual, and cultural significance. Security guards employed by Frost 
Kennels LLC and 10- Code Security arrived with attack dogs that bit a number of 
indigenous water protectors.
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On October 27, 2016, hundreds of law enforcement in Humvees and helicopters 

discharged a Long Range Acoustic Device sound weapon, explosive teargas grenades, 
chemical agents, Tasers, rubber bullets, batons and a Directed Energy weapon on 
water protectors. 142 people were arrested, some in the midst of prayer ceremonies. 
The most violent attacks occurred on November 20 on the Backwater Bridge after 
a few individuals tried to remove abandoned vehicles that law enforcement used to 
barricade Highway 1806. Law enforcement immediately began shooting Specialty 
Impact Munitions (SIM) and chemical agents at the individuals as a crowd began to 
gather. More law enforcement agencies arrived in armored vehicles and used high 
pressure fire hoses to spray water protectors, and shot SIM, chemical agent canis-
ters, explosive teargas and “stinger” grenades indiscriminately into the crowd over 

“Sister Water Protectors.” Photograph by Nick Estes.
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105a period of about ten hours, without any warning. Over 200 people were injured, 

including a 31- year- old Navajo woman permanently disabled after she was shot in 
the eye with a tear gas canister launched by an officer.7

Today, Indigenous peoples throughout the world continue to face physical or 
cultural extinction when their rights are violated for natural resource extraction 
by companies and third parties.8 Indigenous rights violations in the United States, 
such as those occurring as DAPL was constructed, are not isolated events but part 
and parcel of a historic legacy of violent dispossession of Indian peoples from 
their territories for mineral resources and fossil fuels, such as oil and gas, often by 
private, local, state, and federal actors.9 Indian legal scholar Robert A. Williams 
Jr. writes:

Colonization of one race of peoples by another race then, indelibly inscribes a legal 
system of racial discrimination based on cultural differences, denying rights of self- 
determination to the colonized race which has been displaced from the territory 
desired by the colonizer race.10

In other words, occurrences like DAPL are part of a larger structure, not simply 
an event.

The coordinated response to the encampment by police and private security 
actors demonstrates the layers of thoughtful repression employed to violently sub-
jugate Indian people, so as to thwart assertions of treaty rights and sovereignty, 
allowing natural resource extraction and transportation for oil.11 The criminaliza-
tion of Water Protectors at DAPL continues to be assessed and documented where 
some eight hundred people faced charges,12 many of whom being mischarged, 
falsely charged, and overcharged demonstrating a general climate of law enforce-
ment repression against Indigenous peoples and their allies for a private pipeline.13

The encounter made visible and laid bare for the world to witness the stark, 
shocking, and terrorizing abuse of Indian people by a network of corporate actors, 
private security actors, state police, and federal authorities.14 Violations of human 
rights at Standing Rock were facilitated by international banks and financial insti-
tutions through project finance to DAPL/Bakken pipeline and through corporate 
finance to the shippers and joint owners of the DAPL/Bakken pipeline.15 This 
chapter documents discrete aspects of the collective DAPL divestment movement 
focusing on the role of Indigenous peoples, specifically Indigenous women, in 
shaping legal change in banks and financial institutions and advancing Indigenous 
human rights globally.16 This chapter also highlights the critical Indigenous legal 
methodology of the Indigenous women’s divestment delegations to archive their 
engagements with banks and financial institutions in Norway, Germany, and Swit-
zerland. The chapter finishes looking forward toward the economies of the future.
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Sources of funding for the Bakken Pipeline. Copyright Food & Water Watch / foodandwaterwatch.org. 

Reprinted with permission.
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107The Bakken Pipeline, Dakota Access/Bayou Bridge  

Pipeline Corporate Ownership

The Dakota Access Pipeline is the northern section of the larger Bakken pipeline 
system. DAPL is a 1,168- mile- long pipeline transporting over five hundred thou-
sand barrels of crude oil per day from the Bakken region of North Dakota across 
four states to southern Illinois.17 The pipeline continues south from Patoka, Illi-
nois (the south terminal of DAPL) to Nederland, Texas.18 In Nederland, the Bak-
ken connects with the Bayou Bridge pipeline.19 Louisiana has been operational 
since 2016; phase two of the project, to St. James, Louisiana, was expected to be 
completed by the second half of 2018 but is now expected to be completed in the 
first quarter of 2019.20

Both the DAPL/Bakken Pipeline and the Bayou Bridge Pipeline are joint ven-
tures between Energy Transfer and Phillips 66, forming a single system for ship-
ping Bakken oil to the Gulf of Mexico market,21 including for export. ETP and 
Phillips 66 have both been building out export capacity at facilities where DAPL 
oil is sent.22 DAPL is now owned collectively, as a joint venture, by four U.S. cor-
porations: Energy Transfer, Phillips 66, Enbridge, and Marathon.23

Starving the Black Snake: DAPL and Divestment

Solidarity with Standing Rock sparked direct actions and an international 
Indigenous- led movement for bank divestment aimed at the companies that own 
the Dakota Access Pipeline.24 In August, the Public Accountability Initiative pub-
lished corporate- level financing information for two Energy Transfer entities that 
have since merged.25 On September 6, 2016, Food and Water Watch published an 
iconic Sankey graph with additional information suggesting the flow of the inter-
national bank financing of DAPL, both at the project level and at the corporate 
level with general purpose funds.26

Less than a month later under the direction of Women of All Red Nations 
cofounder Phyllis Young, the Standing Rock Sioux Tribal Council passed Resolu-
tion 591- 16, committing to divest from, and sever any ties with, “any and all banks, 
mutual funds, securities companies, or other financial entities that invest in, or 
otherwise financially support any aspect of the Dakota Access Pipeline Project.”27 
The tribe defined the call and scope of divestment in this historic tribal resolution 
and set a model for larger divestment movements.

The graph that informed this commitment to divest revealed a web of finance 
directed at the DAPL/Bakken Pipeline and at the Energy Transfer family of compa-
nies. The exposed web of finance did not include the financial institutions lending 
to the other DAPL owners and/or shippers Enbridge, Marathon, and Phillip 66. 
European banks such as Norway’s Den Norske Bank (DNB), Switzerland’s Credit 
Suisse and Union Bank of Switzerland (UBS), and Germany’s Deutsche Bank and 
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BayernLB were among banking entities identified providing project and/or cor-
porate financing to DAPL and its corporate owners.28

In the context of DAPL, the divestment movement means that the financial 
institutions and banks insuring and providing loans and credit to ETP for DAPL 
have found themselves “in a higher- risk situation than they bargained for, which 
many regretted after factoring in harm to their reputations, as well as loss of over 
$81 million in individual accounts and $4.3 billion from cities.”29 One case study 
estimates that costs to ETP and other firms with ownership in DAPL incurred no 
less than $7.5 billion due to DAPL as well as $4.4 billion in account closure costs 
to banks financing DAPL.30

In addition to banks, investor and pension funds have also divested from DAPL 
and its corporate owners. Pension funds such as the California Public Employ-
ees’ Retirement System (CalPERS) announced that it joined more than one hun-
dred fellow investors in asking major U.S. and international banks backing DAPL 
to address the concerns of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe.31 Norway’s KLP, an 
employee pension fund, also divested and removed its investments from the com-
panies behind DAPL.32 In 2019 Norway’s Sovereign Wealth Fund announced it is 
pulling investments from oil and gas production companies.33

Indigenous peoples, especially Indigenous women, are on the forefront of the 
movement requesting financial institutions and banks to immediately withdraw 
current, and prohibit future, lending commitments to companies funding fossil 
fuels and involved with Indigenous human rights violations. Indigenous leader-
ship has integrated that divestment focus with similar campaigns against Enbridge, 
Kinder Morgan, and TransCanada,34 the three companies behind three tar sands 
pipeline projects: Line 3, Trans Mountain, and Keystone XL respectively.35 The 
commonality is that, as with DAPL, these pipelines are being pursued without the 
free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) of Indigenous peoples.36

Within the campaigns for divestment from DAPL,37 Indigenous peoples, spe-
cifically Indian women, have taken international platforms and are creating oppor-
tunities to voice their concerns on the impact of oil spills directly with individual 
bank representatives.38 LaDonna Bravebull Allard, Lakota historian, member of 
the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, and founder of Sacred Stone Camp, states, “We 
are Native women of the land and water standing up to protect our future and the 
future for all humankind. We are asking bank and insurance companies to divest 
from fossil fuels and invest in your communities. Mni Wiconi, Water is Life.”39

Emergence of the Women’s Divestment Delegation

The women’s divestment delegation to Europe emerged in part from an inabil-
ity to secure safe and civil dialogue with bank representatives in North Dakota 
regarding human- rights violations relating to Energy Transfer’s conduct and the 
use of excessive force by law enforcement during the construction of the pipeline. 
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ments secured a meeting with the Bank of North Dakota and requested the bank 
to decline accepting loans to fund the militarization of Morton County Police. In 
a letter, signed by the “First Nations Grandmothers, Mothers, Daughters, Sisters, 
and Wives,” the women pleaded:

We are determined to hold a prayerful space. However, you should know that 
although we are unarmed, we have been shot with pepper spray, bean bags, rub-
ber bullets, and kinetic impact projectiles, resulting in permanent bodily injury, 
including loss of hearing, permanent loss of eyesight from being shot in the head, 
and the maiming of limbs. .  .  . The unnecessary, non- professional, and unethical 
use of so- called “non- lethal” weapons and use of force are currently being inves-
tigated by the Department of Justice and the United Nations, and have been con-
demned by members of the United States Congress. Our fear is that the police will 
escalate to unwarranted lethal force and the murder of one or many of us Natives 
and US citizens. . . . Please stop the eight million dollar loan. . . . Stop the funding 
of unnecessary police violence. Stop the genocide of indigenous people on treaty 
land and home fronts.40

The bank refused to meet with the women and forbade them from entering its 
building, attending their scheduled meeting, or standing upon its property. Instead, 
the bank locked its doors and called the police. Law enforcement was dispatched 
into the area to surveil and surround the Indigenous women and their support-
ers. The women were told that charges of kidnapping could be filed against them,  
as the bank had locked individuals and workers inside the building. The police 
and the bank denied them the opportunity to have civil dialogue regarding their 
concerns over the funding of militarized law enforcement and Indigenous human- 
rights violations at the DAPL encampments.

The political landscape of North Dakota comingled with oil and gas interests 
also compromised attempts for accountability and justice. In October 2016 Trump 
had $500,000 to $1 million in investments in ETP;41 by December 2016 during his 
presidential run he sold those shares. Kelsey Warren, ETP owner and its principal 
beneficiary, contributed $100,000 to Trump’s presidential campaign. In January 
2016, as one of his first executive actions, Trump reversed the Obama administra-
tion’s halt on DAPL, permitting the pipeline to cross under the Missouri River.42 
ETP later contributed $15 million to North Dakota to offset the $38 million cost 
of DAPL policing.43

Hence, the delegation to European banks emerged from an essential need to 
create spaces for fair and civil engagement regarding the financing of Indigenous 
human- rights violations, in spaces that were less hostile toward Indigenous peoples 
than what was experienced in North Dakota and more broadly in North Amer-
ican. Autumn Chacon, Diné artist, activist, and Water Protector, explained, “In 
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North Dakota, when we attempt to sit down and have meetings with the bank, or 
the executives of the project affecting us, the doors will be locked before we even 
get to the building. The police will be called, we are threatened with arrest. What 
options are we then left with?”44

Indigenous Bank Engagements

The Indigenous Women’s Divestment Delegations to Europe created a platform to 
bring Indigenous women who have witnessed and were harmed by human- rights 
abuses at Standing Rock to meet directly with bank representatives, insurance 
companies, and parliament members across Europe to urge them to divest from 
DAPL and exclude short- sighted extractive- industry companies in the United 
States and Canada from their investment portfolios.45 The delegations, organized 
and led by Indian women, met face- to- face with the representatives of the finan-
cial institutions and decision makers whose choices directly impact their bodies, 
lives, rights, and futures as Indian women and Indian people.

Monique Verdin, council woman of the United Houma Nation whose ances-
tral territory is impacted by the Bayou Bridge Pipeline, stated:

I come from a place just south of “Cancer Alley,” just north of the “Dead Zone.” This 
is in Louisiana and it used to be known as Balbancha in our language. My Houma 
ancestors have inhabited the Yakne Chitto (Big Country) for thousands of years. 
We are surrounded by a web of fossil fuel pipelines, a culprit responsible for con-
tributing to some of the most rapid land loss in the world, in an area with a unique 
and high level of biodiversity. Yet, the risks and vulnerabilities have not deterred 
Energy Transfer Partners or Phillips 66 in their ultimate pursuits to push dirty crude 
through precious territories. It is with a heavy heart, but also hope, that I am jour-
neying with the delegation across the sea to remind and re- warn the European banks 
funding and facilitating the pipelines about the devastating damage, bad practices 
and false promises of these companies. They are gambling with the sacred waters 
and life source for the Houma Nation, indigenous communities, and everyone tied 
to the Mississippi River Watershed, from North Dakota to the Gulf of Mexico, and 
they must be held accountable.46

With actions from the Trump administration that disregard basic rights of con-
sultation by terminating an Obama- era anticipated environmental impact state-
ment for DAPL,47 it is critically important to focus strategic efforts within the 
international arena to convince other nations, as well as banks overseas and in 
North America, to stop funding businesses in fossil energy growth projects that 
are involved in and connected to Indigenous human rights violations. Despite 
the Trump administration’s termination of an environmental impact statement, 
Indigenous women remain undeterred in their quest for truth, justice, and 
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rights related to the construction of DAPL and similarly situated projects and 
companies.

Indigenous peoples are determined to continue education and advocacy efforts 
related to economic human rights and bank divestment from companies caus-
ing and/or contributing to Indigenous human- rights violations in the United 
States and globally. Direct engagement between Indigenous peoples and finan-
cial decision- makers is an opportunity to evaluate the efficacy of human- rights 
policies at banks from an Indigenous perspective. Direct Indigenous engagement 
also serves to educate investors, shareholders, decision makers, and the public on 
the shortfall between the normative human- rights standards of FPIC and its neg-
ative counterpart: a coercive Indigenous consultation model typically forced on 
Indigenous peoples by state and nonstate actors for natural resource extraction. 
Indigenous peoples empower divestment movements to push for decolonization 
of capital and its financial structures. Indigenous women and peoples should be 
supported and amplified as it is Indigenous peoples’ practices and visions that have 
the knowledge to create, nurture, and bring forth the future economies and struc-
tures that will reevaluate wealth and equilibrate economic inequality.

Indigenous Women’s Leadership and Moral Clarity

Within their matrilineal societies Indigenous women are integral to their tribal 
economics and have always held power.48 They continue to seek financial account-
ability and justice for their people. Elouise Cobell of the Blackfoot Nation, for 
example, challenged the fraudulent accounting of Indian trust lands and won 
the largest settlement against the federal government in U.S. history for the mis-
management of Indian monies. When she first questioned the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs regarding their accounting of her trust account, she was told to “go home 
and learn how to read a financial statement.” She was told, “she wasn’t ‘capable’ 
of understanding it.”49 She proved them all wrong. Cherokee economist Rebecca 
Adamson also blazed trails for financial independence and economic human rights 
in Indian Country by creating “one of the first microfinance loan funds in the US 
with the Oglala Sioux in South Dakota: the Lakota Fund.”50 The tradition contin-
ues with recent actions from Ethel Branch, attorney general of the Navajo Nation, 
who filed a complaint against Wells Fargo for their “widespread system of unfair 
deceptive, fraudulent, and illegal practices.” The complaint alleges that

since at least 2009 and continuing through 2016, Wells Fargo employees at branches 
on the Navajo Nation routinely opened unauthorized savings and credit accounts, 
misled customers into opening unnecessary accounts, obtained debit cards with-
out customers’ consent, and enrolled customers in online banking without proper 
consent.51
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Indigenous women are still maintaining and forming critical interrogations for 
more just and self- determined economies, including the creation of Indigenous 
economic institutions and public banks that can provide alternative large- scale 
financial services to cities divesting from Wall Street.52 Jaqueline Fielder, Mnicou-
jou Lakota and Mandan- Hidatsa, founding member of Indigenous-led Mazaska 
Talks (Money Talks), and co- founder of SF Public Banks, regards public bank-
ing as a spectrum of social ills facing not only Indigenous peoples but the global 
community, stating:

Such a bank would invest in community development, and all interest gained for 
a public bank counts as income for the state which— rather than providing profits 
and bonuses for private shareholders— can be reinvested into the city or reduce the 
tax burden. Whether from a moral or a financial perspective, public banking just 
makes sense.53

Supporting and centering Indigenous women leading North American fos-
sil energy divestment campaigns is a powerful tool in creating legal change and 
accountability within the financial arena.

Wašté Win Yellowlodge Young, Ihunktowanna/Hunkpapa of the Standing Rock 
Sioux Tribe and former tribal historic preservation officer, explains:

Our Delegation’s presence puts a face to the indigenous communities and lives who 
have been displaced, abused, and adversely affected by extractive industries through-
out the world. We are here to call for accountability for the destruction of our way 
of life and rights violations that occurred with the Dakota Access Pipeline and other 
ongoing pipeline projects funded by European financial institutions such as Credit 
Suisse and Deutsche Bank.54

As protectors and guardians of their territories’ lands and waters, Indigenous 
women are the foundation, backbone, and future of their tribal nations, perpetu-
ating the survival and cultural well- being of all Indigenous people.

Divestment and Intersectional Commitment

Indigenous women in the United States experience unique human- rights violations 
and adverse impacts when extractive industries and fossil- fuel infrastructure such 
as DAPL enter their traditional lands and territories. One of the adverse impacts 
of extractive industries is increased crime and sexual violence from influxes of 
hundreds of oil workers forming “Man Camps” in or near Indigenous people’s 
territories. For example:

In North Dakota, the man camps created during the Bakken oil boom drastically 
increased the levels of violent crime perpetrated against women and girls— and 
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boom— from 2010 to 2013— showed that the number of reported domestic violence 
incidents and sexual assaults increased by hundreds, flooding and overwhelming ser-
vice providers. Victim advocates from the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara Nation— a 
native nation that became ground zero for the increase in violent crimes that accom-
panied the boom— have reported a doubling, and in some instances a tripling, in the 
number of calls that victim- service providers receive for domestic violence, sexual 
assault, and sex trafficking.55

Lack of legal remedy and accountability for sexual crimes committed exasperates 
the violence and “often allows perpetrators to evade justice” due to complexities 
of jurisdiction.56 For Indigenous women, non- Indian perpetrators predominate 
the statistics: “Over 84% of Native women experience domestic or sexual vio-
lence. And over 97% of them are victimized by non- Indians.”57 For non- Indian 
oil workers who commit sexual violence against Indian women on Indian reser-
vations, jurisdictional gaps created by the Supreme Court between tribal, state, 
and federal jurisdiction law enforcement effectively means no recourse for Indig-
enous women.58 In the context of the U.S. legal system, there is a good chance 
perpetrators won’t be prosecuted.59 Indigenous women are already targeted, fac-
ing murder rates more than ten times the national average.60 Not only are Indian 
women disproportionately murdered, but many Indigenous women remain 
“missing.” A recent report “identified 506 unique cases of missing and murdered 
American Indian and Alaska Native women and girls across the 71 selected cit-
ies— 128 (25%) were missing persons cases, 280 (56%) were murder cases, and 98 
(19%) had an unknown status.”61 The predatory economy coupled with the chill-
ing statistics that “1 in 3 Native women will be raped in her life time” and that 
“86% of reported rapes are perpetrated by non- Native men” means Indigenous 
women living on or near man camps are uniquely targeted and face extreme dan-
ger as a result of oil extraction, infrastructure, and transport through their lands 
and territories.62

When carrying out risk- based human- rights due diligence regarding their 
business partners and investment, banks and financial institutions that operate 
and invest in projects or companies operating within the ancestral lands of Indig-
enous peoples within the United States should interact and seek meaningful and 
effective participation and consent from Indigenous women. Indigenous peoples 
and specifically women deserve forums where they can provide banks and finan-
cial institutions information regarding the impacts of extractive industries on their 
lands, lives, bodies, and human rights. Indigenous divestment efforts focus on 
accountability for the victims and demand remedies for these harms within bank-
ing institutions and the financial industry, an industry that provides the liquidity 
that corporations such as ETP require to expand and grow. The survivors of DAPL, 
and broadly Indigenous peoples who stood in solidarity with Water Protectors at 
Standing Rock, are determined to continue action, education, and advocacy efforts 
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to further discipline banks for facilitating companies that are causing and/or con-
tributing to Indigenous human- rights abuses in the United States.63

Indigenous women will continue a long legacy of protecting Indigenous eco-
nomic rights. They will also establish the expectation among financial institutions 
that investing in projects or companies that negatively impact Indigenous peoples’ 
rights will lead to meetings with Indigenous women, in person, who seek account-
ability and request divestment.

Methodology of the Delegation

The centering of Indigenous women and the power of their personal narratives to 
redirect and create legal change is supported by theories of critical race and crit-
ical legal studies.64 Critical divestment examines the origin stories of the banks 
and frames them as fundamental pillars and extensions of historic and present- 
day colonization of Indigenous peoples’ lands to fight against racism that is insti-
tutionalized by law and finance. Critical intersectional Indigenous divestment 
strategies in the U.S. context anticipate and prepare for delayed and often ulti-
mately unjust outcomes in domestic legal proceedings, particularly from the U.S. 
Supreme Court.65 From 1988 to 2008, “the Court has ruled against tribal interests 
about 75 percent of the time.”66 In a political environment where state authori-
ties routinely violate Indigenous peoples’ treaty rights, rights of assembly and free 
speech, and criminalize the Indigenous human- rights defenders who exercise 
these rights,67 Indigenous women by necessity are creating, developing, and pur-
suing diverse international theaters of engagement and resistance for the protec-
tion of their lands and people.

The divestment strategy is intersectional and transnational, reflecting the front-
line impacts financed by a global banking system. The methodology of the dele-
gations taps into long practiced traditions of Indigenous international diplomacy, 
what Indian scholars like Robert A. Williams Jr. call “Indian legal diplomacy” and 
Nick Estes has called “indigenous internationalism.”68

Indigenous tribal lands are ground zero for extreme energy development and 
extraction for natural resources and fossil- fuel development.69 It is estimated that 
right now, “there are 5,000 distinct indigenous societies on earth. . . . Yet all now 
face this latest iteration of an historic colonial advance— the highly accelerated 
drive by global corporations seeking access to land and resources.”70 According 
to former UN special rapporteur Erica- Irene A. Daes:

The legacy of colonialism is probably most acute in the area of expropriation of 
indigenous lands, territories and resources for national economic and development 
interests. In every sector of the globe, indigenous peoples are being impeded in every 
conceivable way from proceeding with their own forms of development, consistent 
with their own values, perspective and interests.
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recognition of and respect for indigenous peoples’ rights to lands, territories and 
resources. Economic development had been largely imposed from outside, with 
complete disregard for the right of indigenous peoples to participate and control 
implementation and benefits of development.71

Additionally, “a high percentage of these last resources are found today on land 
where native peoples thrive, as they have for millennia. And so we have the roots of 
serious conflict: invasions, double dealing and forced removal, cultural and politi-
cal assaults, and very often, extreme violence.”72 Oil, gas, and mineral resources are 
also found in the lands of Indigenous peoples in the United States. For example, 
“Native American reservations cover just 2 percent of the United States, but they 
may contain about a fifth of the nation’s oil and gas, along with vast coal reserves.”73 
In 2011, researchers found:

American Indian lands are estimated to include nearly 30 percent of the nation’s coal 
reserves west of the Mississippi, as much as 50 percent of potential uranium reserves, 
and up to 20 percent of known natural gas and oil reserves. These lands also may 
contain rare earth minerals, increasingly sought after for use in manufacturing.74

Violent dispossession of Indigenous peoples’ land for resource extraction by com-
panies continues, with brutality, as exemplified in the case of DAPL. Standing Rock 
made visible the legacy of a colonial legal framework in the United States, which 
consistently fails to protect and continues to deny basic fundamental freedoms 
and humans rights to Indigenous peoples including but not limited to free, prior, 
and informed consent.

Banks and financial institutions are not gender or race neutral; nor is the imple-
mentation of their human- rights policies. These institutions continue to be corner-
stones in ongoing human- rights abuses and violence against Indigenous peoples, 
and the obscurity of that role must be illuminated and raised up within public 
consciousness to change regulatory frameworks and business behavior that fail to 
protect Indigenous peoples. These economic institutions are structures that limit 
access to justice and accountability for Indigenous peoples, who without support, 
assistance, and resources can neither directly nor effectively participate and engage 
with financial decision- makers. Indigenous peoples must have opportunities in 
setting the tone, the discourse, and the narrative of how bankers and financiers 
should respect and interact with Indigenous peoples around the world. Engage-
ment with banks through direct contacts and public media relating to divestment 
is an innovative approach to creating racial justice and economic democracy, by 
directing demands straight at the heart of capital’s most powerful players. The 
delegation’s methodology, beyond divestment, includes advocating for respect of 
tribal sovereignty and Indigenous rights, investment in women, climate justice, 
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and transparent, just, and accountable banking institutions and economic systems. 
Another key element is drawing public attention to the lack of meaningful regula-
tions and legal mechanisms available to Indigenous people for holding banks and 
corporate actors accountable for human- rights violations.

The methodology also encourages Indigenous peoples and communities to 
envision, imagine, nurture the economies of the future; economies that include and 
value Indigenous peoples. It is in the time of financial crises, when cash becomes 
worthless or unstable due to international forces, that visions and practices of 
local liberated economic structures are most important. For Venezuelans when the 
banks crashed and hyperinflation of bank notes soared, it was a return to barter 
economies that helped the poorest, most rural people survive.75 The poor, those 
without access to banking services, are the ones who have to survive economic 
calamity and carry the economic hardship. In this country, while oil was abun-
dant, accessible, and cheap, the cost of food and medicine, items necessary for life, 
skyrocketed. It is for these reasons that Indigenous peoples must create, foster, and 
nurture economic independence to protect their people and future generations 
from international economic instability that impacts their livelihoods. It is when 
dollars and banknotes become worthless that the dangers of total dependency on 
capital and international financers becomes most visible, and the practices and 
visions of alternative economic structures become most critical.

Financing DAPL and Divestment

Divestment is a powerful strategy in the world of social justice movements in 
response to legal and moral failures of governance. From divestment campaigns 
relating to South African racial apartheid to boycott, divest, and sanction move-
ments,76 it has been a tool used by communities seeking justice and visibility. As for 
Indigenous peoples, First Nations have engaged with financial institutions, banks, 
and international credit rating agencies to challenge tar sands oil extraction and 
advocate for rights to economic self- determination.77 Native American peoples 
have also engaged with the financial industry in defense of their rights and well- 
being.78 Divestment is a tool of resistance to extractivist economies undermining 
Indigenous peoples’ human rights and putting at risk their cultural and physical 
survival.79 Divestment has provided an opportunity for mass mobilization and 
education about critical issues that have a serious impact upon people, including 
a banking industry that remains unaccountable to Indigenous peoples, citizens, 
and victims of human- rights abuses. Indigenous peoples are skillfully deploying 
this tactic to stop the flows of capital at the source, sources of finance that sustain 
oil companies and other similarly situated extractivist corporations, negatively 
impacting their land and futures.

Critical and intersectional divestment calls for robust human- rights frame-
works beyond securing Indigenous peoples’ consent. Banks and financial insti-
tutions must comply with international human- rights standards, with regard to 
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peoples whether they are in palm oil, megadams, or private prisons,80 including 
immigrant detention facilities.81 Divestment lends itself to an intersectional com-
munity of shared political concerns including tribal sovereignty, water, climate, 
justice, and corporate accountability; hence it is much more than just reducing 
carbon emissions.

Divestment provides a space to systematize and map the financial and eco-
nomic topography and the streams of capital that flow into companies that sustain 
projects like DAPL within Indigenous territories. Targeting the capital, banks, and 
financial institutions that create the economic infrastructure housing and directing 
the flows of credit and capital supporting corporations like ETP and their harm-
ful actions against Indigenous peoples and other populations is necessary. Reveal-
ing the obscured economic architecture and actors required to sustain harmful 
resource extraction and development in Indigenous ancestral lands and territories 
is necessary but difficult.82 Mapping the financial infrastructure allows the public 
and Indigenous peoples to identify points of pressure and intervention to inter-
cept and stop the flows of capital that facilitate and insure projects and compa-
nies that abuse Indigenous peoples’ human rights. The Indigenous- centered and 
Indigenous- focused methodology of the delegation can be replicated and devel-
oped so that more Indigenous peoples can directly participate and engage with 
the banks and financial institutions that impact their human rights, their lands, 
and peoples.

Banks and Financing Colonialism

Banks have always financed colonialism. European banks are at the genesis of con-
temporary colonization of Indigenous peoples’ lands and territories.83 The origin 
stories and formations of modern banks and corporations begin in the east from 
Europe. Italy, for example, is birthplace to some of the world’s oldest financial 
institutions and financial instruments. Italian merchant banking houses such as 
Florence’s Medici Bank (1397), Genoa’s Banco di San Giorgio (1406), and Banca 
Monte dei Paschi (1472) are some of the oldest banks in the world. Bonds and 
other financial security instruments and markets were developed in European 
places of trade, including Venice. Terms like “risk” and “bank” derive from Italian 
words “rischio” and “banco.”84 Insurance was developed in Italy to cover the liabil-
ity of imperial and mercantile voyages, which amounted to “large capital outlays 
that literally sailed out of sight.”85 The Venetians devised “marine insurance” and 
“underwriting” as means of hedging the risk of trading voyages.86

The English and Dutch East India Company also shaped “the foundation for the 
modern economy.”87 The Virginia Company that colonized America’s mid- Atlantic 
coast, the still thriving Hudson Bay Company, and the East India Company were 
all chartered by Queen Elizabeth in 1600 for exploration and overseas trade.88 In 
1602, the Estates- General of the Dutch Republic chartered the Dutch East India 
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Company, Vereenigde Oost- Indische Compagnie (VOC).89 The VOC, said to be 
one of the first corporations, was an innovative corporate/state hybrid with the 
quasi- sovereign authority to wage war overseas, negotiate treaties, create coin, 
and establish colonies.90 Jan Pieterzoon Coen, the seventeenth- century governor- 
general of the Dutch East India Company, wrote to his managing directors:

You gentlemen should well know from experience in Asia that trade must be driven 
and maintained under the protection and favour of your own weapons, and the 
weapons must be wielded from the profits gained by trade; so that trade cannot be 
maintained without war, nor war without trade.91

Wars for resources, capital, and trade continue to be maintained through violence, 
often to the detriment of Indigenous peoples who occupy lands where raw materi-
als for natural resource extraction are sourced. European banks were fundamental 
to the historic and contemporary colonization of Indigenous people’s lands and 
territories, playing a fundamental role in financing “Manifest Destiny” and the col-
onization of the “New World.”92 Colonization is therefore embedded in the deep 
structure of modern financial systems. The enduring original colonizing mission 
of facilitating resource extraction by merchants is now reinscribed and continued 
in the twenty- first- century financing of modern extractive industries. Similar to 
Antony Anghie’s assertion that colonialism shapes international law, colonial-
ism also shapes international finance. Violence and colonialism remain deeply 
entrenched within the bones and DNA of banks and are continuing salient fea-
tures of the extraction economy.93 Today, European financial institutions and their 
forms of economic exchange continue to play a central role in the colonization of 
Indigenous peoples, as they continue to invest and do business with corporations 
that violate Indigenous peoples’ territorial and human rights. There must be a true 
accounting of what international finance is from Indigenous peoples’ perspectives, 
even if this means uncovering a “dark history of bankers and empire.”94 In order to 
understand the current dilemma and inequality within the business and human- 
rights framework, one must go back to the historic formations of states, banks, 
and corporations. Deconstructing through a critical lens the creation stories and 
histories of banks and corporations demonstrates how the financialization of colo-
nialism through trading companies set the stage and custom for modern corporate 
behavior and banks that fund Indigenous human- rights violations.

Norway

Norway Human- Rights Record

Norwegian financial institutions are a critical site for the Indigenous divestment 
movement for various reasons including their human- rights record. Norway 
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Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), International Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), International Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), and Indigenous and 
Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries Convention, 1989 (No. 169).95 Under the 
Human Rights Act of 1999, ICESCR, ICCPR, and the Convention on the Elim-
ination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women have been incorporated 
into Norwegian law, and ICERD “has been incorporated through Section 5 of the 
Ethnicity Anti- Discrimination Act.”96 Article 112 of the Norwegian Constitution 
also sets aside a unique provision relating to the management and protection of 
natural resources:

Every person has the right to an environment that is conducive to health and to 
a natural environment whose productivity and diversity are maintained. Natural 
resources shall be managed on the basis of comprehensive long- term considerations 
which will safeguard this right for future generations as well. The authorities of the 
state shall take measures for the implementation of these principles.97

Implementation of human- rights obligations falls on the ministries of Norway, 
who are “responsible for following up the recommendations of various treaty bod-
ies within their sectors.”98 The Norwegian Supreme Court has also created exten-
sive case law based on the conventions and the cases of the European Court of 
Human Rights.99 Norway also supports a UN mandate for human- rights defend-
ers.100 State Secretary Bård Glad Pedersen of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs noted 
that many countries are endeavoring to limit human- rights defenders’ activities, 
which puts them “in need of protection due to their work to uncover the abuse 
of power on the part of national authorities and other actors.”101 Norway has rat-
ified all international agreements on human rights and has specifically incorpo-
rated the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women into its Human Rights Act. 

Norway, with a commitment to women’s rights and human rights,102 is a coun-
try positioned to be sympathetic toward Indian women’s requests to divest their 
banks and state pension funds from pipeline companies responsible for egregious 
human- rights violations against Indian women and others.103 Norway, and its 
financial sector, has an obligation and role in implementing and enforcing lawful 
business, human- rights, and Indigenous- rights obligations and standards.

U.S. citizens, furthermore, have previously challenged the Norwegian state’s 
investment in oil and gas development within the territorial boundaries of the 
United States. In 2011 Norway’s state oil company Statoil was receiving “harsh 
criticism” for its activities in questionable projects in Alberta, Canada, and the 
Marcellus Formation, which extends under the Appalachian Mountains in West 
Virginia, Pennsylvania, and parts of Ohio and New York.104
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Norway’s Den Norske Bank (DNB)

Beginning in October 2016, Sámi advocates from Norway along with Indige-
nous people and their organizations worked together with U.S. Indigenous peo-
ples to convince Norway’s Den Norske Bank, the largest financial services group 
in Norway, to divest from DAPL.105 In October lawyers from the Water Protector 
Legal Collective (WPLC) provided the Sámi representatives with a report detailing 
arrests and violence,106 urging DNB to immediately consider “the consequences 
and ramifications of continuing to support the ‘wrong team’ in . . . one of the most 
profound violations of Native American sovereignty to occur in the United States,” 
and to protect its reputation by adhering to international and national laws in 
accordance with human rights.107 The report to DNB reminded its executives of 
the considerable size of its lending commitments to DAPL and the Energy Transfer 
companies, totaling about $460 million. WPLC wrote that this lending “implicates 
DNB in the ongoing violations of human rights occurring in North Dakota.”108 
On October 9, 2016, the president of the Norwegian Sámi Association personally 
delivered the human- rights report to DNB representatives and the Norwegian 
Council on Ethics for the Government Pension Fund.109

On November 6, 2016, Harald Serck- Hanssen, DNB’s executive vice president 
and head of Large Corporates and Internationals, commented on the situation in 
North Dakota by announcing that as a result of concerns about the project’s com-
pliance with the bank’s own guidelines and values,

our policy is clear that we only finance projects that meet DNB’s requirements with 
respect to environmental and social conditions. We have intensified the dialogue 
with our customers and emphasized that respect for the indigenous people’s rights 
is an important value for us as a bank. We also urge that the dialogue be continued 
with the indigenous people to find solutions to the conflict. We expect the compa-
nies and the responsible authorities to take a serious view of the situation, contrib-
ute to reducing the level of conflict and continue to seek acceptable solutions.110

DNB would initiate a new objective and fact- based evaluation of how the Indige-
nous peoples’ rights were being treated in the process, using its relationship with 
the project to encourage a more constructive effort to resolve the conflicts involved. 
Failing this, the bank planned to reevaluate its role in helping to finance it.111

On November 17, 2016, DNB sold off its holding of shares in ETP, worth $3 
million, or less than 1 percent of the $460 million in liquidity DNB was continuing 
to provide to DAPL and the Energy Transfer companies. Some headlines failed to 
make this distinction, and DNB was credited with divesting from DAPL in error 
a first time.112 On November 30, 2016, DNB announced that it was engaging the 
law firm of Foley Hoag LLP to investigate the allegations of DAPL’s human- rights 
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dards, and then to provide advice.113 DNB then stated in January 2017 that the 
new Trump administration giving the project a carte blanche would have no effect 
on DNB’s commitments or its “ongoing investigation in regard to how Indigenous 
rights are safeguarded in the process.”114

Despite off- loading $3 million of ETP shares, DNB maintained the lines 
of credit to DAPL.115 Indigenous peoples were determined “to keep working 
together to keep the pressure on DNB and other Nordic banks that are invest-
ing in the pipeline and to force them to pull their lines of credit as well.”116 Indig-
enous women began organizing a Norwegian delegation as a means to sustain 
pressure on DNB to pull their remaining lines of credit. The women planned 
on- the- ground meetings where they would share firsthand with Norwegian par-
liamentarians and the DNB representatives how DAPL is disregarding Indige-
nous rights and why they needed to cancel its lines of credit immediately.117 The 
delegations aimed to educate the bank and the Norwegian people about how 
the project violated Indigenous rights to consultation and consent and how it 
has induced the local authorities to abuse the human rights of those defenders 
they have detained. In addition to providing information regarding DAPL’s use 
of private security actors and the use of attack dogs on Indigenous people exer-
cising their rights of assembly, speech, and free exercise of religion, the intent 
of the meetings with DNB representatives and other banks was to request that 
these institutions divest from DAPL and the companies behind it. Further, they 
requested that the banks review overall fossil- fuel investments in the United 
States, particularly those contested by Indigenous peoples.

The Indigenous women’s divestment delegation arranged to arrive in Oslo, Nor-
way, to meet with DNB in late March. On March 24, 2017, DNB quietly dropped 
out of its lending agreement with Energy Transfer Equity (ETE, the parent com-
pany of ETP).118 On March 26, 2017— three days before scheduled meetings with 
the delegation— DNB sold its $120 million loan funding the Dakota Access Pipe-
line.119 Senior DNB executive Harald Serck- Hanssen stated, “By selling our stake, 
we wish to signal how important it is that the affected Indigenous population is 
involved and that their opinions are heard in these types of projects.”120

Collective strategic public pressure from many sources, as well as direct actions 
held at banks,121 had tipped the scales for DNB to divest from DAPL.122 This was 
a divestment victory, one far larger than the $3 million in ETP shares DNB had 
sold months before. In July, DNB exited its agreement with Marathon.123 DNB 
remained as a lender on ETP, Sunoco Logistics, Phillips 66, and Enbridge credit 
facility agreements.124

In October 2017, the Women’s Earth and Climate Action Network arranged a 
second delegation to Europe. The next month, in November, state news in Norway 
reported on the public misconception that DNB had fully divested from DAPL.125 
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In December 2017, Energy Transfer remade its credit facility agreement, and DNB 
ended its relationship with the company. However, DNB does remain a financier 
of Enbridge and Phillips 66 according to public records.126

Norwegian Government Pension Fund Global (GPFG)  
and the Council on Ethics

Norway maintains the lion’s share of the world’s oil and gas investments. The Nor-
wegian Government Pension Fund Global, formerly the Petroleum Fund of Nor-
way, is the largest in the world.127 The fund tops out at $1 trillion, followed by Abu 
Dhabi Investment Authority at $825 billion, and China Investment Corporation 
at $814 billon.128 To put that in perspective, it equates to the entire economy of 
Mexico and provides $190,000 for each of their 5.2 million citizens.129 The fund, 
moreover, owns “$667 billion of shares in more than 9,000 companies around the 
world including Apple, Nestle and Microsoft,”130 owning on average 1.3 percent 
of every publicly traded company in the world.131 The purpose of the fund “is to 
facilitate the government savings needed to meet the expected rise in public pen-
sion expenditures in the coming years, and to support long- term management of 
petroleum revenues.”132

In early 2017 the Norwegian GPFG had $11.6 billion invested in DAPL com-
panies despite the growing evidence against its legality.133 Even the entity created 
to carry out the project, Dakota Access LLC, continued to be in the GPFG’s invest-
ment portfolio and not excluded.134

The delegation met with the GPFG Council on Ethics twice in 2017 and 
requested the GPFG to end its relationship to companies involved in DAPL.135 
The women argued that maintaining these banking relationships violated the fund’s 
ethical guidelines with respect to human rights and international law, specifically 
section 3 of those guidelines, “criteria for conduct- based observation and exclu-
sion of companies,” which warns against

unacceptable risk that a company contributes to or is responsible for . . . (a) seri-
ous or systematic human rights violations as murder, torture, deprivation of liberty, 
forced labor, and the worst forms of child labor; (b) serious violations of the rights 
of individuals in situations of war or conflict; (c) severe environmental damage; (d) 
acts or omissions that on an aggregate company level lead to unacceptable green-
house gas emissions; (e) gross corruption; or (f) other particularly serious violations 
of fundamental ethical norms.136

By the sheer size of their holdings, Norway’s international financial institutions 
have a deep and reverberating impact on the rights and survival of Indigenous 
peoples in the United States and throughout the world. Norway has been called the 
“guardian” of human rights and has adopted the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
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vation,” investments in DAPL owners and shippers. The delegation continues to 
request that the GPFG’s Council on Ethics exclude DAPL companies from its 
investment universe.138 The delegations during the meetings requested that Nor-
way’s members of Parliament and other relevant actors and stakeholders create a 
sound and robust Indigenous rights policy within the GPFG’s ethical guidelines 
to enunciate the Council on Ethics’s obligations, legal evaluations, and determi-
nations in regarding violations of Indigenous peoples’ rights when assessing com-
panies for their investment portfolio.139

Indigenous women created an international platform to bring attention to the 
human- rights abuses at Standing Rock by confronting and educating represen-
tatives of DNB and the GPFG, as well as public officials. They made clear, in per-
son, how oil and gas investments and decisions made five thousand miles away 
directly impact Indigenous human rights in North America, elevating the imper-
ative that banks and other financial institutions in Norway divest from DAPL and 
its corporate owners.140 At the time the Norwegian Sovereign Wealth Fund began 
investigating allegations of human- rights violations by ETP they also announced 
considerations for more divestment from fossil fuels.141 In March 2019, Norway’s 
Sovereign Wealth Fund announced it is pulling investments from oil and gas pro-
duction companies.142 While the exclusion did not include all of the DAPL owners, 
it is nonetheless a significant move representing the shifting attitudes regarding 
oil and gas investments.

Switzerland

Credit Suisse

Credit Suisse is one of the world’s largest banks and one of Europe’s leading funders 
of fossil fuels and climate change.143 Founded in 1856, Credit Suisse, based in 
Zurich, currently operates in about fifty countries.144 As DAPL was being con-
structed, Credit Suisse had lending commitments of $60 million to ETE (the parent 
company),145 over $163 million to ETP,146 and $100 million to Sunoco Logistics,147 
all at the corporate level. According to the Society for Threatened Peoples, a non-
governmental organization, the interactions between Credit Suisse and Energy 
Transfer intensified its relationship with the Energy Transfer family of compa-
nies by

participating in a new loan issue for Sunoco Logistic Partners on December 16, 
2016;

acting as joint- lead manager of books, as of January 11, 2017, for two new long- 
term senior notes for ETP worth $1.5 billion, with maturities as distant as 
2027 and 2047;
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lending a $2.2 billion senior secured- term loan to ETE on February 3, 2017;148 
and

increasing its managed shares of ETP sevenfold and quadrupling the ones on 
ETE between October 1 and December 31, 2016, despite escalations of the 
protests on the ground at that time.149

In regard to ETP, Credit Suisse maintains that its “transactions include the provi-
sion of loans, the issuing of securities (notes), and advisory mandates.”150 Despite 
documented violations of human and Indigenous peoples’ rights at Standing Rock 
during DAPL construction,151 Credit Suisse has maintained its banking relation-
ship with ETP.152

In April 2017 the Indigenous Women’s Delegation met with Credit Suisse’s 
director of public policy involving sustainability affairs, its chief risk officer, the 
global head of sustainability and head of public policy of Swiss Universal Bank, 
and the managing director of investment banking in its oil and gas group regard-
ing the ongoing violations of human, and specifically Indigenous, rights resulting 
from DAPL in Standing Rock. In a two- hour meeting, the delegation provided 
information about some of the human- rights violations, including the use of attack 
dogs by unlicensed private security actors on September 3, 2016. Credit Suisse was 
also provided with general information on the use of excessive force against non-
violent Indigenous peoples, as well as the surveillance and targeting of movement 
leaders by state and private security actors, and given copies of pending legal fil-
ings on excessive force, Vanessa Dundon, et al. v. Kyle Kirchmeier, et al. (8th Cir.), 
Case No. 17- 1306.153

While Credit Suisse has claimed that the meeting with the Indigenous Wom-
en’s Delegation “was an open, transparent exchange and the discussion took place 
in a constructive atmosphere,”154 the women were preemptively told not to bring 
“weapons.” The representatives declined to give business cards bearing their names 
when asked for them. The bank sent five male representatives, some of whom inter-
rupted the women while they were giving their testimony to them.

When the women provided historic analysis of genocide and forced removal of 
Indian peoples from their traditional lands and territories, and its continued legacy 
on the realization and contemporary enjoyment of Indigenous human rights in 
the United States, a Credit Suisse representative became visibly uncomfortable and 
interrupted the women stating, “We here in Europe, we take the word ‘genocide’ 
very seriously.” Similar dismissive and disrespectful behavior was also documented 
by other Indigenous peoples engaging with Credit Suisse on matters relating to 
racism and the legal history of Indigenous peoples’ rights in the United States.155

The second meeting was, unfortunately, similar with the use of offensive racial 
stereotyping by bank representatives. When the women mentioned that the request 
for no weapons in the previous meeting was unnecessary and insensitive, bank 
representatives responded, “I apologize. We wanted to make sure you didn’t bring 
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usually do not check tomahawks and spears in their briefcases or checked bags for 
professional meetings, and they did not require a spear to get their points across.

While not a direct financer of DAPL at the project level, Credit Suisse is none-
theless a key player in the financial apparatus behind violations against Indige-
nous people in North Dakota. Loans give aid to companies that harm Indigenous 
peoples by threatening their physical and cultural survival and through severe oil 
contamination in their only source of water for its private benefit. The Department 
of Interior recognized those impacts stating,

The Standing Rock and Cheyenne River Sioux Reservations are the permanent and 
irreplaceable homelands for the Tribes. . . . Their core identity and livelihood depend 
upon their relationship to the land and environment— unlike a resident of Bismarck, 
who could simply relocate if the pipeline fouled the municipal water supply, Tribal 
members do not have the luxury of moving away from an environmental disas-
ter without also leaving their ancestral territory. This underscores the far- reaching 
effects of a DAPL spill’s potential environmental impacts on the Tribes’ historic, cul-
tural, social, and economic interests.156

Despite the exchange of information regarding business conduct and Indigenous 
human- rights violations, Credit Suisse continues to fund DAPL owners, keeping 
them as business partners. Credit Suisse maintains the position that

an in- depth analysis of the participation in transactions with Energy Transfer Equity 
was carried out using the RRRP [Reputational Risk Review Process] and direct talks 
were held with representatives of the company. The DAPL was one of the issues 
addressed in this context; pipeline security, accident responses, the protection of 
biodiversity and habitats, and the consultation with local communities, including 
the indigenous population, were discussed in detail. The regulatory permitting pro-
cess that applies to a project like the DAPL at the level of individual states and at a 
national level in the US was also discussed. Based on the satisfactory assessment of 
these aspects, approval was granted for a business relationship with the company.157

In April 2018 Indigenous women set up an art installation, a symbolic camp, a tipi, 
on the steps of Credit Suisse corporate headquarters in Zurich. Later they con-
fronted Credit Suisse CEOs and their shareholders at their annual general share-
holders’ meeting demanding accountability for oil and gas projects and extractive 
companies financed by Credit Suisse in their ancestral territories.158 Their inter-
vention was featured and televised on Swiss TV. On this occasion Credit Suisse 
CEOs ordered and sipped espresso while the women appealed to their sharehold-
ers regarding Indigenous human rights.

The dismissive attitude and use of racially charged stereotypes sidelines good 
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faith dialogue, nor does it provide hope that engagement with banks will result 
in preventing violence and conflict in impacted territories of Indigenous peoples. 
The Credit Suisse bankers’ unfamiliarity with Indigenous peoples’ sovereignty 
and the denial of historic acts of genocide and its lingering impacts on the lives of 
American Indian women is consistent with the bank’s disregard for their human 
rights today.

Bank representatives, whether in the United States or abroad, must be educated 
about the unique legal status and juridical personality of Indigenous peoples in the 
United States, and be respectful of Indigenous peoples’ historic experiences when 
engaging with them, affording tribal sovereigns the utmost respect. Credit Suisse, 
moreover, should show consideration for the unique and serious human- rights 
violations experienced by Indigenous women and pay these women respect for 
their courage to vocalize that experience to protect their lands, people, water, and 
climate.159 The bank’s continued financing of DAPL owners and operators, and its 
failure to effectively implement its human- rights policy in relationship to DAPL, 
feeds into the adverse impacts described in the personal narratives, observations, 
and lived experiences of Indigenous women. Regardless of the form of finance 
Credit Suisse provides companies, project or corporate, it is wrong to deny and 
violate human rights and Indigenous peoples’ free, prior, and informed consent. 
It is repugnant to remain neutral and violently push through Indigenous peoples’ 
territories with militarized police and corporate actors for oil, and the profit of few.

Union Bank of Switzerland (UBS)

The Union Bank of Switzerland, headquartered in Zurich and formed by a merger 
between UBS and Swiss Bank Corporation in 1998, is Europe’s second largest 
bank and one of its major fossil- fuel investors.160 In 2016 UBS had approximately 
$336,437,500 committed to ETP.161 Its business partnership with ETP made it 
accountable for links and contributions to violations of human rights occurring 
in Standing Rock. UBS has participated in many revolving credit facilities and 
term loans to ETP subsidiaries working on DAPL rather than direct financing.162

The women met with several of UBS’s representatives including the executive 
director of Environmental and Social Risk, the director of Corporate Responsi-
bility Management, the managing director of Environmental and Social Risk, the 
head of Responsibility Management, and the corporate historian and head of the 
Historical Archives.163

UBS’s Environmental and Social Risk Policy Framework specifies in regard to 
controversial activities that it “will not knowingly provide financial or advisory 
services to corporate clients whose primary business activity, or where the pro-
posed transaction, is associated with severe environmental or social damage,” spe-
cifically those involving “(h) Indigenous peoples’ rights in accordance with IFC 
Performance Standard 7.”164
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Indigenous peoples do you need to drop this bad actor ETP?” a UBS representative 
replied, “We really appreciate the report of the UN Special Rapporteur.” The del-
egation responded that many UN special rapporteurs have reported abuses since 
September 2016, along with multiple reports by Amnesty International and other 
independent third parties. The delegation also provided domestic court filings and 
the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe’s request for precautionary measures to the Inter- 
American Commission as well as their own eyewitness accounts.

As of December 2017, UBS has not renewed their loan commitments to ETP 
on either a project level or corporate level. Indigenous women continue to request 
that UBS formally exclude all DAPL- related companies including Phillips 66 and 
Enbridge.

Project and Corporate Finance

When the Indigenous women divestment delegation met with banks, the bank 
representatives commonly made distinctions between project- level and corporate- 
level finance relating to DAPL. The Indigenous women, however, recognized the 
pattern of distinctions without differences being used to avoid accountability for 
Indigenous human- rights violations stemming from business relationships and 
investments. While the project- level loan was $2.5 billion to complete the DAPL/
Bakken Pipeline, the total coast was $4.8 billion. Moreover, since running up credit 
line balances, DAPL entities have rolled those balances over into longer term debt, 
in the form of bonds.165

Many were thrilled to hear of U.S. Bank’s environmental policy change to 
“not provide project financing for the construction of oil or natural gas pipe-
lines.”166 Similar enthusiasm was shown for DNB’s announcement to sell shares 
from DAPL.167 However, these banks, while ending project- level financing, are 
still providing corporate- level financing to the DAPL owners despite the human- 
rights violations and conduct.168 As for U.S. Bank:

During DAPL’s construction, U.S. Bank provided Energy Transfer Partners with 
a $175 million line of credit. Just six weeks ago, U.S. Bank recommitted to Energy 
Transfer on that deal, but the new agreement no longer discloses how much each 
bank has committed. Now they say they will stop “project financing”? U.S. Bank 
knows that the average consumer would not pay attention to the complicated big-
ger picture, so it was a very clever public relations move— and many green groups 
bought it.169

Banks are using the distinction between project- level and corporate finance to 
divest in one area of a company while continuing to finance the company in 
another. Indigenous peoples, however, are requesting full divestment from the 
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projects and all companies responsible for Indigenous human- rights violations: 
“If U.S. Bank is going to stop financing pipelines, it has to stop lending at the cor-
porate level, too.”170

John Ruggie, the UN secretary- general’s special representative for Business and 
Human Rights, further elaborates on the UN Guiding Principles on Business and 
Human Rights (UNGPs) and how banks can be involved in human- rights abuses 
though the provision of products and services, noting:

For example, providing a general corporate loan to a private prison company that is 
alleged to engage in severe human rights abuses ought to require a very deep dive by 
the bank, coupled with the imposition of strict conditions if it decides to go ahead 
with the loan. If the bank does neither and yet proceeds, then it is squarely in “con-
tribution” territory for any adverse impacts, even though the loan is not asset or 
project specific. Where the real challenge to banks lies is in their need to obtain suf-
ficient information in the case of a company that is not as obviously high- risk from 
a human rights perspective as in this example. That may well call for more effort to 
be dedicated to human rights due diligence in some instances. But the concern can-
not simply be excluded based on the type of financing involved.171

According to Ruggie, banks can contribute to human- rights abuses regardless of 
the type of financing involved or whether the loan was asset or project specific.

Indigenous peoples are goaded into spending precious time and resources 
arguing that violations occurred, violations that are only denied by the banks who 
continue to finance DAPL and its owners. The debate on project and corporate 
finance is not the only conversation we should have. The conversation we should 
have is the financing of racial gaps, between those who benefit from resource 
extraction and those who are harmed by extraction, environmental racism. The 
conversation we should have is how the planet’s survival is tied to and dependent 
on the protection and restoration of Indigenous human rights. Only by squarely 
facing the deficiencies in domestic and international systems that fail to effectively 
regulate and hold these actors accountable will there be potential for business and 
human rights to exist together. As NGOs, banks, and states argue the semantics 
of project and corporate finance, the planet burns, the waters spoil, and Indige-
nous human- rights defenders remain in urgent danger, disappeared, murdered, 
and assassinated for protecting their lands and resources from extraction financed 
by international banks far away from the violence. There were 321 human- rights 
defenders killed in 2018; 77 percent of those killed worked on land, Indigenous, 
and environmental rights.172 Indigenous peoples are protecting land and life and 
cannot be expected to follow the pace set by the banks, academics, or organiza-
tions. Indigenous peoples and those most targeted and most in need of protection 
should create, define, and lead the mechanism of grievance and remediation to set 
the tone, in a fast stride toward justice and accountability.
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Indigenous women have also met with the credit- rating agency Morgan Stan-
ley Capital International (MSCI)173 and global insurers like Swiss Re and Alli-
anz,174 some of the world’s largest insurers and reinsurers.175 Indigenous women 
are demanding that Indigenous women’s human rights and climate risks be inte-
grated and accurately measured, evaluated, and reflected in the rating systems of 
actors like MSCI. Indigenous women are also demanding the inclusion of accu-
rate assessments of Indigenous human- rights risks in the evaluations by insurance 
agencies underwriting companies and projects like DAPL.

Large- scale extractive industries require insurance for their projects; often this 
insurance is provided despite documented human- rights and environmental risks 
of oil spills and harm to human health. Often the insurance policies fail to suffi-
ciently cover damages relating to spills, contamination, climate catastrophes,176 and 
harm to human and environmental health. Insurance and credit- rating agencies 
have a role and responsibility toward human rights and climate justice. Indigenous 
engagements with insurance and credit- rating agencies are vital sites for advanc-
ing Indigenous peoples’ rights and climate justice within the financial arena.177

Looking Forward: A New International Economy

While 2017 saw Norway’s largest bank DNB, Germany’s BayernLB, BNP Pari-
bas, and the Netherlands- based bank ING sell assets, loans, and credit due to the 
DAPL controversy and lack of full consultation, none of the banks have excluded 
or ceased corporate financing to all the companies behind DAPL.178 As of April 
2017, Netherlands ABN Amro, DNB, ING, and Italian Intesa Sanpaolo banks that 
were previously on ETE’s revolving credit did not support ETE’s credit renewal.179 
Intesa Sanpaolo has since not renewed their loans to ETE— parent of the family 
of companies behind the pipeline.180 Intesa has, however, committed to lend $50 
million to Phillips 66,181 founding owners of DAPL and the Bayou Bridge Pipe-
line crossing Louisiana.182

Banks such as U.S. Bank and Parisian BNP Paribas made statements exiting tar 
sands projects.183 BNP Paribas, for example, states that they no longer would do 
business with producers, distributors, marketers, or traders focused on oil and gas 
from shale or tar sands. BNP Paribas also said it will not finance projects mainly 
involved in the transport and export of oil and gas from shale or oil sands and will 
quit financing oil and gas exploration and production in the Arctic.184 However, 
BNP Paribas remains invested in other sectors rife with human- rights violations 
such as private prisons.185

In the process of engaging with banks, Indigenous women are observing 
how global capital impacts Indigenous peoples specifically through the financ-
ing of projects or the provisions of loans to companies tied to and responsible 
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for human- rights violations or violence against Indigenous peoples. Indigenous 
movements for divestment and financial accountability are challenging the erro-
neous interpretations of banking and human rights between project and corporate 
finance used by banks.186 However, their ability to fully engage hinges on finan-
cial data transparency and accessibility.187 Moreover the available mechanisms of 
accountability, remedy, and justice within banks are tragically ineffective, inac-
cessible, or altogether absent in protecting and/or adequately responding to the 
violations of Indigenous peoples’ human rights.

Indigenous women and peoples are challenging global financial systems by 
engaging with divestment, as well as realizing their own personal and collective 
power in shaping change in that discrete area of the fossil- fuel and extractive and 
infrastructure industries. To question like similar thinkers, “how do we create  
and proliferate a compelling vision of economies and ecologies that center humans 
and the natural world over accumulation of material?”188

Indigenous women are mastering the language and lexicon of banking and 
finance and in doing so are raising questions, for example, about what options 
Indigenous peoples have in developing sovereign, self- determined, sui generis eco-
nomic systems that are not premised on fossil fuels, global bank involvement, or 
colonial economic modalities and mediums of exchange. As the late Arthur Man-
uel stated, “we must always keep in mind that taking care of Mother Earth is the 
most contribution we can make. This is how we can support a new international 
economy that is not based on the outdated and environmentally unsound laissez- 
faire concepts of economics.”189 The result may be more “disciplining” of the banks 
financing violations of Indigenous rights, fossil fuels, private prisons, and more.190

Conclusion

As the four- hundred- year anniversary of the Mayflower landing on the shores of 
what would become America approaches, the world should ask how far the rights 
of Indigenous peoples have advanced in the United States, the hemisphere, the 
world. Has the displacement and dispossession of Indigenous peoples from their 
lands in order to extract natural resources for corporate profit abated or ceased? 
Indigenous peoples do not seem safer when corporations and banks can abuse 
their rights. Human rights and its institutions do not seem to effectively work 
when these companies lay waste to Indigenous lands. Indigenous peoples do not 
seem safer when the rule of law deteriorates with each corporate lobby’s politi-
cal campaign contribution. Indigenous peoples are not safer when states fail to 
protect them and in fact allow ancestral lands and waters of Indian Nations to be 
compromised for the wealth of European banks.

Financial injustice and economic inequality remain constant features in the 
everyday lives of Indigenous peoples and the world.191 Whether it is estimates that 
eight men own the same wealth as half of the world, or Credit Suisse’s role in the 
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Paradise Paper’s findings on off- shore investments, banks and financial institu-
tions continue to wield incredibly complete yet silent and hidden power over the 
global economy and daily life.192 Banks, mutual funds, pension funds, and insur-
ance companies, for example, are the most common specific type of individual or 
organization that controlled the shareholdings in very large corporations,193 with 
the richest 1 percent owning more than half the world’s wealth.194

Banks and international financial institutions deeply affect the rights and the 
very survival of Indigenous peoples in the United States. European states are fre-
quently at or near the head of international civil liberties and political rights rank-
ings and have adopted the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 
Now is the time to realize those human- rights commitments by taking action and 
excluding companies contributing to climate insecurity and Indigenous human- 
rights violations from banking investments. In order to prevent these horrific 
abuses from reoccurring in the future, there must be effective changes in regulatory 
systems, law, policy, and bank compliance procedures in alignment with human 
rights and Indigenous self- determination.

Standing Rock and the violations that occurred there are reflections on the 
international community’s commitments to enforce and implement their human- 
rights obligations and standards. DAPL is responsible for one of the greatest 
human- rights abuses against the Indian Nations and Native peoples to occur in 
the United States in the twenty- first century. Banks and financial institutions must 
not remain complicit or neutral when companies in extractive industries that they 
financially advise, enable, invest in, and facilitate put Indigenous peoples’ very 
existence and survival at risk. Many banks and financial institutions continue to 
maintain business relationships with DAPL owners, which continues to violate 
internationally recognized human rights, and specifically Indigenous rights. Banks 
maintain these relationships despite the evidence of these violations and Indige-
nous peoples’ sincere and desperate cries for visibility and justice.

Yet the need to implement Indigenous human rights is critical for the global 
community’s ability to protect and preserve what is left of the planet’s biodiver-
sity, waters, and forests. Empirical data illustrate that Indigenous rights to land 
and resources halts deforestation, mitigates climate change, and improves conser-
vation of the world’s biodiversity.195 A recent study found that when Indigenous 
peoples’ land rights are secured deforestation has either ceased or has been dras-
tically reduced. The study found that the capacity of Indigenous peoples to restore 
damaged lands and forests is better than states, and that securing Indigenous land 
rights is critical to halting deforestation and mitigating climate change.196 Pro-
tection and fulfillment of, as well as respect for, Indigenous peoples’ communal 
property rights are critical for the protection of the planet’s biodiversity.197 Climate 
justice cannot occur without decolonization and the restoration of Indigenous 
peoples’ rights over their lands, forest, and ancestral territories.
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Securing Indigenous peoples’ ability to deny or withhold their consent to devel-
opment projects in their traditional territories is critical to ensuring their human 
rights, physical existence, and cultural survival. Indigenous peoples are the protec-
tors of the world’s last regions on biodiversity; therefore implementing their right 
to FPIC over their homelands, and supporting their right to say “No” to harmful 
development projects occurring within those territories, protects not just Indige-
nous peoples, but the world’s remaining natural resources. Without land rights and 
right to consent, Indigenous peoples will continue to disproportionately experi-
ence environmental exploitation, conflict, and violence when it comes to invasive 
energy development by multinational corporations.

Indigenous peoples are more than “risks.” Indigenous peoples are “peoples” 
with the right of self- determination.198 However, for Indigenous peoples, “the over-
arching issue . . . is their ability to make this sovereign decision independently and 
in accordance with tribal priorities.”199 The inability of tribal sovereigns’ decisions 
like FPIC to be respected by state and corporate actors remains in too many cases 
ignored and unfulfilled in the United States.

Indigenous women and peoples in the divestment movement are seeking to 
change those unjust norms, to bring justice and accountability. They are trying 
to create a consequence, a repercussion, for the horrific treatment of Indigenous 
people and the abuse of their rights as a result of DAPL. Without a consequence 
to businesses involved in the violations of rights and dignities in Standing Rock, 
it sets a dangerous precedent, and sends a dangerous message to oil companies 
operating in Indian Country and the rest of the world, that Indigenous lives and 
futures do not matter and will be collateral damage in an insatiable lust for fossil 
fuel financed by international banks like Credit Suisse. With no consequence other 
companies will assume a social license to conduct themselves in the same indig-
nant Indigenous- rights- abusing manner. Creating consequences for human rights 
for companies like banks and financial markets is therefore important beyond the 
reservation boundaries of Standing Rock; it is necessary for the planet.200

Standing Rock, hopefully, will mark a much- needed and long sought- after 
turning point in the discourse of Indigenous peoples’ human rights in America 
in favor of one that supports Indigenous self- determination and treaty rights and 
demands accountability and remedy from state and nonstate actors that under-
mine and compromise the enjoyment of those rights and fundamental freedoms. 
Standing Rock was a place of hope, and the fire for justice still burns bright in 
the hearts of all who supported the call of the Oceti Sakowin. Standing Rock, 
like Selma, represents and marks a moment of societal shift that will continue to 
emerge and hopefully inspire the creation and development of more just and lib-
erated economic institutions including but not limited to public banks and trib-
ally owned banking systems.201

Standing Rock has empowered a generation to demand justice and account-
ability. The torch and spirit of this historic movement for water, life, and human 
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reckoning, truth, and accountability from the economic powers behind destruc-
tive projects like DAPL.

Indigenous peoples will continue to demand that financial institutions that 
fund these companies mitigate, divest, and exclude actors linked and contribut-
ing to Indigenous human- rights violations and unethical business practices.202 
The wheel of justice regarding this historic and ongoing situation is still in spin, 
and there remain opportunities for civil society to divest and stand for Indigenous 
peoples’ survival by requiring their banks and financial institutions to do what is 
right and step away from companies that violate the climate and Indigenous peo-
ples’ human rights.203

Indian women are challenging the world’s largest oil and gas funders. In doing 
so they are lifting the veil that obscures the indispensable historic and contempo-
rary role banks and financial institutions continue to play in creating the inter-
national global economic apparatus that sustains and perpetuates the companies 
responsible for the colonization and exploitation of Indigenous peoples’ lands 
and resources. Dr. Sara Jumping Eagle, Oglala Lakota and Mdewakantonwan 
Dakota living and working on the Pine Ridge Reservation and divestment dele-
gate, explains: “The connections between who we are as Lakota Oyate— our health, 
our lands and water, our spirituality, our self- empowerment and self- esteem— are 
deeply rooted; the actions we take to protect our land and water, our future, and 
our children’s water can only help us all. We all have the power— wowasake— within 
us to make a difference in this world.”204

The experience of Standing Rock has displayed the interdependence between 
banks, states, and corporations. Visibility of the financial streams and flow high-
lighted the key role of banks in sustaining and perpetuating the companies 
responsible for the violations of Indigenous peoples’ rights. Understanding and 
challenging, whether in the streets, courts, or board rooms, the deleterious role 
these banks play and how they operate with near impunity are imperative for the 
enjoyment of human rights not only for Indian Country, but also for the United 
States and global civil society.205

Notes

 1. “Power is war, a war continued by other means. This reversal of Clausewitz’s asser-
tion that war is politics continued by other means . . . implies that the relations of 
power that function in a society such as ours essentially rest upon a definite rela-
tion of forces that is established at a determinate, historically specifiable moment, 
in war and by war. . . . The role of political power, on this hypothesis, is perpetually 
to reinscribe this relation through a form of unspoken warfare; to reinscribe it in 
social institutions, in economic inequality, in language, in the bodies themselves of 
each and every one of us”: Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews 
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and Other Writings, 1972– 1977, ed. and trans. Colin Gordon (New York: Harvester, 
1980), 90; Patrick Wolfe, Traces of History: Elementary Structures of Race (London: 
Verso, 2016): “Invasion is a structure, not an event. . . . Race is colonialism speaking, 
in idioms whose diversity reflects the variety of unequal relationships into which 
Europeans have co- opted conquered populations. . . . The incompleteness of racial 
domination is the trace and achievement of resistance, a space of hope.”

 2. United Nations Subcommision on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection 
of Minorities, Study of the Problem of Discrimination against Indigenous Peoples, 
UN Document E/CN.4/Sub.2/1986/7/Add. 4, 1986, para. 379: “Indigenous com-
munities, people and nations are those which, having a historical continuity with 
pre- invasion and pre- colonial societies that developed on their territories, consider 
themselves distinct from other sectors of the societies now prevailing in those ter-
ritories, or parts of them. They form at present non- dominant sectors of society 
and are determined to preserve, develop and transmit to future generations their 
ancestral territories, and their ethnic identity, as the bases of their continued exis-
tence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social institutions, 
and legal systems.”

 3. “Bakken,” Energy Transfer LP, March 23, 2019, http://www.energytransfer.com/ops 
_bakken.aspx: “The Dakota Access Pipeline (‘Dakota Access’) and the Energy 
Transfer Crude Oil Pipeline (‘ETCO’), collectively the ‘Bakken Pipeline’ went into 
service on June 1, 2017. The Bakken Pipeline is a 1,915- mile, mostly 30- inch pipe-
line system that transports domestically produced crude oil from the Bakken/
Three Forks productions areas in North Dakota to a storage and terminalling hub 
outside Patoka, Illinois, and/or down to additional terminals in Nederland, Texas. 
The Bakken Pipeline is a joint venture between Energy Transfer Partners with a 
38.25 percent interest, MarEn Bakken Company LLC (‘MarEn’) with a 36.75 per-
cent interest, and Phillips 66 Partners with a 25 percent interest. MarEn is an entity 
owned by MPLX LP and Enbridge Energy Partners L.P. . . . Dakota Access consists 
of approximately 1,172 miles of 30- inch diameter pipeline traversing North Dakota, 
South Dakota, Iowa and Illinois. Crude oil transported on Dakota Access originates 
at six terminal locations in the North Dakota counties of Mountrail, Williams and 
McKenzie. The pipeline delivers the crude oil to a hub outside of Patoka, Illinois 
where it can be delivered to the ETCO pipeline for delivery to the Gulf Coast, or 
can be transported via other pipelines to refining markets throughout the Midwest.”

 4. “Water Protectors File Arguments in the 8th Circuit on Militarized Policing,” Water 
Protector Legal Collective, May 25, 2017, https://waterprotectorlegal.org; “This 
matter challenges the indiscriminate, undifferentiated use of dangerous weapons 
that cause severe injuries against people engaged in First Amendment activity” 
(opening brief Dundon et al. v. Kirchmeier et al.). Dundon et al. v. Kirchmeier et al., 
First Amended Civil Rights Class Action Complaint for Damages and Injunctive 
and Declaratory Relief, January 29, 2018, No. 1:16- cv- 406 DLH- CSM, http://www 
.sfbla.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/1st-Amd-Complaint.pdf. Standing Rock, 
Cheyenne River, and Yankton Sioux Tribes, “Request for Precautionary Measures 

http://www.energytransfer.com/ops_bakken.aspx
http://www.energytransfer.com/ops_bakken.aspx
https://waterprotectorlegal.org
http://www.sfbla.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/1st-Amd-Complaint.pdf
http://www.sfbla.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/1st-Amd-Complaint.pdf
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135Pursuant to Article 25 of the [Inter- American Commission on Human Rights] 

Rules of Procedure Concerning Serious and Urgent Risks of Irreparable Harm 
Arising Out of Construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline,” December 2, 2016, 
https://www.scribd.com.

 5. “Human Rights Defenders under Threat –  A Shrinking Space for Civil Society,” 
Amnesty International, May 16, 2017, https://www.amnestyusa.org; “207 Environ-
mental Defenders Have Been Killed in 2017,” The Guardian, June 6, 2018, https://
www.theguardian.com: “What’s driving this violence? The short answer is: industry. 
The most deadly industries to go up against were agribusiness and mining. Poach-
ing, hydroelectric dams and logging were also key drivers of violence, Global Wit-
ness found. Many of the killings recorded occurred in remote villages deep within 
mountain ranges and rainforests, with indigenous communities hardest hit.”

 6. Jack Healy, “From 280 Tribes, a Protest on the Plains,” New York Times, September 
11, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com.

 7. University of Arizona School of Law, Indigenous Peoples Law and Policy Pro-
gram, Indigenous Resistance to the Dakota Access Pipeline: Criminalization of Dis-
sent and Suppression of Protest, March 16, 2018, https://law.arizona.edu/sites/default 
/files/Indigenous%20Resistance%20to%20the%20Dakota%20Access%20Pipeline 
%20Criminalization%20of%20Dissent%20and%20Suppression%20of%20Protest 
.pdf.

 8. Jeremy Kryt, “Guns, Farms, and Oil: How Colombian Tribes Are Being Driven to 
Extinction,” Earth Island Journal, January 16, 2015, http://www.earthisland.org/
journal/index.php/: “‘We don’t want to be wiped out, and we don’t want to lose 
who we are,’ says Governor Santos Sauna, who is also a Mama. ‘We don’t want 
tourists coming here either— too much tourism damages the psychology of the 
tribe. The only thing we want,’ he says, ‘is to be left alone’”; Bianca Jagger, “Stop 
the Murder of Environmental Defenders in Latin America,” Huffington Post, May 
10, 2017, https://www.huffingtonpost.com; Solicitor Hilary C. Tompkins, “Tribal 
Treaty and Environmental Statutory Implications of the Dakota Access Pipeline,” 
M- 37038 (withdrawn memo), United States Department of Interior, December 4, 
2016, https://shadowproof.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/document_ew_05 
.pdf: “The Standing Rock and Cheyenne River Sioux Reservations are the perma-
nent and irreplaceable homelands for the Tribes. Their core identity and livelihood 
depend upon their relationship to the land and environment— unlike a resident 
of Bismarck, who could simply relocate if the [Dakota Access] pipeline fouled the 
municipal water supply, Tribal members do not have the luxury of moving away 
from an environmental disaster without also leaving their ancestral territory.”

 9. “Equator Principle Disaster Projects,” BankTrack, 2017, https://www.equatorbank 
sact.org/disaster_projects.

 10. Robert A. Williams Jr., “The Rehnquist Court’s Perpetuation of European Cultural 
Racism against American Indian Tribes,” in Cases and Materials on Federal Indian 
Law, ed. David H. Getches, Charles F. Wilkinson, and Robert A. Williams Jr., 5th 
ed. (St. Paul: West Group, 2005), 36.
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 11. Alleen Brown, Will Parrish, and Alice Speri, “Leaked Documents Reveal Coun-
terterrorism Tactics Used at Standing Rock to ‘Defeat Pipeline Insurgencies,’” The 
Intercept, May 27, 2017, https://theintercept.com.

 12. “Request for Human Rights Hearing on Suppression of Indigenous Resistance: 60 
Organizations File Request to Inter- American Commission on Human Rights,” 
Water Protector Legal Collective, March 6, 2019, https://waterprotectorlegal.org.

 13. Dahar Jamail, “Settler State Repression: Standing Rock Battles Continue in the 
Courts,” Truthout, May 3, 2017, http://www.truthout.org; University of Arizona 
School of Law, Indigenous Resistance to the Dakota Access Pipeline : “As of the writ-
ing of this report [March 2018], there are seven federal cases, three of which are 
plea deals with the prosecution recommending 36 months of prison time. Out of 
an initial total of 832 North Dakota state criminal cases: approximately 300 remain 
open and unresolved; 174 are proceeding to trial; 102 are inactive or in warrant 
status; 316 were dismissed; 20 were acquitted at trial; 13 were convicted at trial; 
82 were resolved with pre- trial diversion; 120 took plea agreements; and 4 are on 
appeal.”

 14. Victoria Tauli- Corpuz, “Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indige-
nous Peoples on Her Mission to the United States of America,” UN Document A/
HRC/36/46/Add.1, August 9, 2017, paras. 63– 74, http://ap.ohchr.org/documents 
/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/36/46/Add.1.

 15. M. Cook and H. R. MacMillan, “Money Talks, Banks Are Talking: Dakota Access 
Pipeline Finance Lessons,” Mouvements (forthcoming); Jo Miles and Hugh Mac-
Millan, “Who’s Banking on the Dakota Access Pipeline?” Food & Water Watch, 
September 6, 2016, https://www.foodandwaterwatch.org; see MazaskaTalks.org/
banks for an expanded web. Some $2.5 billion of the $4.8 billion Bakken Pipeline 
project was financed through a project specific loan. The remaining $2.3 billion was 
financed at the corporate level by ETP. After the Bakken Pipeline was completed, 
MarEn provided $2 billion, and ETP paid off the balance it had accumulated on its 
$3.75 billion credit facility. See links and argument at August 17– 18, 2016 (“ETP 
Presents at ‘CITI One- on- One MLP/Midstream Infrastructure Conference’”), 
“Money Talks. Who’s Talking?”: https://cdn.knightlab.com/libs/timeline3/latest/
embed/index.html?source=1mMZlb7_fcpLgLPG21ihHARJj7oqkSfVJmju86Xr-
fi-M&font=Default&lang=en&initial_zoom=2&height=650.

 16. Adrienne Maree Brown, Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, Changing Worlds 
(Chico, Calif.: AK Press, 2017), 19: “We must imagine new worlds that transition 
ideologies and norms, so that no one sees Black people as murderers, or Brown 
people as terrorists and aliens, but all of us as potential cultural and economic inno-
vators. This is a time- travel exercise for the heart. This is collaborative ideation— 
what are the ideas that will liberate us all?” For more generalized information, see 
Cook and MacMillan, “Money Talks, Banks Are Talking.”

 17. “Bakken,” Energy Transfer LP, March 23, 2019, http://www.energytransfer.com/ops 
_bakken.aspx
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137 18. “2016 Citi One- On- One MLP/Midstream Infrastructure Conference” (presenta-

tion), Energy Transfer, Investor Relations, August 2016, slides 8 and 15, https://
ir.energytransfer.com.

 19. Sunoco Logistic Partners L.P., Form 8- K (annual report), U.S. Securities and 
Exchange Commission, August 2, 2016, https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/
data/1161154/000119312516675095/d215460d8k.htm. The Bayou Bridge Pipe-
line (“BBP”), an extension of DAPL, runs from Nederland, Texas, to Lake Charles.

 20. “Bayou Bridge Pipeline: Fact Sheet,” Bayou Bridge Facts, March 2018, https://bay-
oubridge.com/docs/Bayou-Bridge-fact-sheet-3-12-18.pdf: “The Bayou Bridge Pipe-
line currently delivers multiple grades of crude oil from terminal hub facilities in 
Nederland, Texas, to terminal facilities and refineries in Lake Charles, Louisiana. 
The approximately $750 million expansion currently underway will allow the Bayou 
Bridge Pipeline to connect to an existing market hub in St. James, Louisiana. The 
new segment of the Bayou Bridge Pipeline will consist of approximately 163 miles 
of buried 24- inch pipe and will run from Lake Charles, Louisiana, to St. James, 
Louisiana. Crude from the St. James terminaling facilities will then be redistrib-
uted to refineries located throughout the Louisiana gulf coast region.”

 21. “2016 Citi One- On- One MLP/Midstream Infrastructure Conference,” Energy 
Transfer.

 22. Phillips 66 ups export capacity at Beaumont terminal at end of 2017: “Phillips 66 
Reports Fourth- Quarter Earnings of $3.2 Billion or $6.25 per Share” (press release), 
Phillips 66, February 2, 2018, https://investor.phillips66.com; ETP touts ~400,000 
barrels of oil per day capacity at Nederland terminal: “2018 MLP & Energy Infra-
structure Conference” (presentation), Energy Transfer, Investor Relations, May 23, 
2018, slide 8, https://ir.energytransfer.com.

 23. For an illustration of the DAPL/Bakken/Bayou Bridge expansion project, see “J.P. 
Morgan 2018 Energy Conference” (presentation), Energy Transfer, Investor Rela-
tions, June 19, 2018, slide 16, http://ir.energytransfer.com; “Credit Suisse Con-
ference” (presentation), Phillips 66, Investors, February 13, 2018, slide 7, http://
investor.phillips66.com; Energy Transfer Partners, Form 10- K (annual report), U.S. 
Securities and Exchange Commission, February 23, 2018, at 15, https://www.sec 
.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1161154/000116115418000018/etp12-31x201710k.htm.

 24. Ari Paul, “7 Things the Defund DAPL Campaign Has Achieved So Far (Including 
$28 Million in Personal Accounts Moved),” Yes! Magazine, December 22, 2016, 
http://www.yesmagazine.org.

 25. Hugh MacMillan, “Who’s Banking on the Dakota Access Pipeline?” LittleSis, 
August 17, 2016, https://littlesis.org/maps/1634-who-s-banking-on-the-dakota 
-access-pipeline.

 26. Miles and MacMillan, “Who’s Banking on the Dakota Access Pipeline?”; Cook 
and MacMillan, “Money Talks, Banks Are Talking,” http://www.mouvements.info/
defund-dapl.

 27. Standing Rock Sioux Tribal Council, Resolution 591- 16, October 4, 2016, published 
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in Matt Remle, “Standing Rock Sioux Tribe Ends Relationships with Financial Insti-
tutions that Support Dakota Access Pipeline,” Last Real Indians, http://lastrealin-
dians.com.

 28. Miles and MacMillan, “Who’s Banking on the Dakota Access Pipeline?”
 29. Kelly Trout, “Banking on Climate Change: Fossil Fuel Report Card 2017,” Oil 

Change International, June 21, 2017, http://priceofoil.org (internal citations omit-
ted); Lynda V. Mapes, “Seattle Returns to Wells Fargo Because No Other Bank 
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BEYOND ENVIRONMENTALISM
#NODAPL AS ASSERTION OF TRIBAL SOVEREIGNTY

Andrew Curley

In 2016, the people of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe mobilized to prevent a large, 
crude oil pipeline from crossing through their unceded territories and threaten-
ing the Missouri River alongside the tribe’s eastern boundary. This became the 
#NoDAPL movement that galvanized hundreds of thousands of Water Protectors 
at its peak and helped popularize the phrase “mni wiconi,” or “water is life.” The 
national media that descended into the remote, rolling grasslands of the Standing 
Rock Sioux reservation interpreted what they saw through frameworks dominant 
in mainstream U.S. culture. Building on the trope of “the ecological Indian,” for 
many watching from their television screens or over the Internet, “water is life” 
was the only message coming out of this struggle. But for tribal people and mem-
bers of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, #NoDAPL was also a struggle over ances-
tral lands wrongly stolen through violence and guile.

The oil pipeline disrupts the territorial integrity of the Great Sioux Nation, a 
larger nation that comprises all Lakota, Nakota, and Dakota peoples. The Standing 
Rock Sioux Tribe’s challenge to DAPL was about the nation’s right to their lands, 
land that was part of a larger territory guaranteed in the Treaty of Fort Laramie in 
1868 (Dunbar- Ortiz 2013; Estes 2016). It was a recognition of a common strug-
gle for land that brought other Indigenous nations from across the continent to 
Standing Rock to lend political support and material assistance to the nation as it 
attempted to halt the construction of a pipeline that was also a land grab. Indige-
nous nations that maintain complicated relationships with extractive industries, 
such as the Navajo Nation, supported the #NoDAPL movement. This would seem 
like a contradiction if we look at the struggle as simply an environmental issue. 
Too often we think of Indigenous peoples as natural environmentalists. We are not. 
We happily engage in the worst forms of extractive industries, yet maintain our 
rights to the lands that we’ve relied upon for thousands of years. Reducing Indig-
enous nations to natural environmentalists leads to the misguided assumption 
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159that environmental justice will resolve legacies of colonialism. We need to recog-

nize that Indigenous movements, mobilizations, and resistances, when examined, 
often speak to the original displacement, dispossession, and attempted genocide 
of Indigenous peoples on the continent.

Sovereignty and the Ecological Indian

In popular media, Indigenous peoples are understood as victims of progress. It 
was ideas of modernization and development that prevented Indigenous nations 
from maintaining Indigenous lifeways. Popular in both public understanding and 
in the social sciences, “modernization” became a self- serving logic and set of prac-
tices that continued to the larger project of settler- colonialism. Non- Natives saw 
tribes as backward and unproductive on their lands. But with colonialism came 
industrialization, exploited and enslaved labor, and class stratification. Such social 
processes eventually led to the inequality of environmental risk on the poor and 
the racially marginalized. Some of the earliest environmental laws had less to do 
with our ideas of “nature” and more with the lived, working environment. These 
were labor laws that ensured workers did not work under dangerous conditions 
(Gottlieb 2005).

It was not until the 1960s and 1970s when non- Native activists and organizers 
challenged the industry’s right to pollute and pillage the environment. This was 
the beginning of the modern environmental movement. At the time non- Native 
environmental organizers and activists quickly associated naturalism and environ-
mentalism with the ethos of Native American culture and spirituality. Not only 
was this stereotyping racist, but it muted the political claims of Indigenous actors 
and activists who rooted their work in understandings of tribal “sovereignty” and 
“self- determination” that sought to restore national land bases. These were claims 
for liberation from colonialism and capitalism and were not limited to threats 
against the environment (Smith and Warrior 1996).

Today, Indigenous peoples, including those in tribal government, understand 
sovereignty, self- determination, and struggles for the land as projects for national 
liberation and decolonization. Understanding Indigenous resistance against 
extractive industries as a struggle for the land and not simply for notions of the 
“environment” is difficult for academics, journalists, and others not connected with 
Indigenous communities. These political claims with deep history and decades of 
injustice fail to enter into the mainstream’s public portrayal of Indigenous strug-
gles. Instead, tribes are depicted as naturalist and inherently environmentalist 
(Lewis 1995, 439). Native communities are complicated and impacted by a range 
of issues. Many have grown dependent on extractive industries for jobs and rev-
enues (Hosmer, O’Neill, and Fixico 2004). In the Navajo Nation, coal workers 
identify with their work and industry (O’Neill 2005; Powell 2017). They see them-
selves as working- class miners whose participation in extractive industries helps 
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them to stay on their land and maintain connection with their culture and fami-
lies (Curley 2016).

Upstream from Standing Rock on the Missouri River, the government of the 
“Mandan, Hidathsa, and Arikara Nation” in Fort Berthold benefits from the oil 
boom in North Dakota that led to the development of DAPL in the first place 
(Parker 2014). But this government supported Standing Rock’s efforts to stop and 
move the pipeline.1 If we were to rely on the framework of the ecological Indian, 
we would find the actions of these tribal governments contradictory (Nadasdy 
2005). However, if we understand tribal support for Standing Rock as a challenge 
to continued colonialism and the appropriation of Native lands for projects that put 
Native communities at the highest risk of environmental damage, we can under-
stand the actions of tribal governments who simultaneously support Standing 
Rock’s claim and the industries that caused the problem in the first place.

To understand what happened at Standing Rock we need to amplify the cri-
tique that is muted in popular media and mainstream considerations, the critique 
of DAPL as a continuation of colonialism through its dispossession of Indigenous 
lands. This is a form of struggle all Indigenous nations within the United States 
can understand. The entire legal- political apparatus of tribal sovereignty is based 
on a premise of White supremacy that allows for U.S. unilateral extinguishment of 
tribal treaty rights (Wilkins and Lomawaima 2001; Williams 2005). For the Stand-
ing Rock Sioux Tribe (and other tribes along the Missouri River), tribal members 
felt the full force of this colonial relationship in the 1940s when the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers flooded thousands of acres of their most productive ancestral 
lands— ostensibly protected in treaty— in order to dam the Missouri River for the 
benefit of downstream White communities (Olson 1990; Lawson 1994). The selec-
tion for dam sites along the Missouri River disproportionately impacted tribes 
and was done for “political” reasons with the interest of White “urban centers” 
(Schneiders 1997, 245). Most tribes along the Missouri River eventually agreed to 
dam construction, flooding, and even federal “termination” in order to stave off 
even worse and possibly more violent removal and dispossession (Estes 2013). This 
colonial inequality resurfaced again in 2016 in the construction of DAPL, which 
snaked through burial sites and spots of spiritual importance. All of these lands 
were guaranteed to the Sioux people in treaty agreements made in 1854 and again 
in 1868. Included in these lands were the Black Hills and much of the land near 
the Missouri River. It is ironic that the most fervent defenders of the water stored 
in these colonial dams are the Indigenous nations displaced by their construction. 
Most Indigenous peoples recognize colonial dispossession and displacement when 
we see it. This is how we resonate with the struggle in Palestine and other sites 
of colonial encroachment throughout the world. Indigenous nations recognized 
Standing Rock as a resistance to colonization, regardless of our differing relations 
with extractive industries or other problematic industries in our communities.
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There is a lot of confusion about the rights of Indigenous nations within colo-
nial law. This is because Indigenous nations simultaneously maintain notions of 
aboriginal rights and lesser rights defined in colonial laws. In the United States, 
the federal government claims total rights over all Indigenous nations and their 
lands. With violence, the United States maintains its dictatorial powers over Indig-
enous nations. In the course of daily administration, federal and state officials 
invented mechanisms of legal chicanery they would later deploy again and again 
to undermine the rights of nations within its prejudiced legal system (Wilkins and 
Lomawaima 2001).

Although colonialism began in 1492, the United States did not legally define 
the status of Indigenous nations within its federal system until the 1820s. After 
its war against Great Britain, the United States held tremendous war debts that it 
repaid through the selling of Indigenous lands under the feet of people who didn’t 
realize they were part of an abstract calculus of empire. For legal consistency, 
U.S. governing officials had to nullify aboriginal title to acquire tribal lands for 
free (Kades 2000). Indigenous peoples, as nations or as individuals, responding 
to colonial pressures sold lands to encroaching settlers on their own accord. But 
competing claims over the same plots of land made titling confusing. Indigenous 
peoples sold lands to settlers that the U.S. government unilaterally alienated and 
sold to other settlers. Aboriginal title was an existential threat to the United States. 
Its treasury was dependent on legalized theft. To resolve this problem, the U.S. 
Supreme Court’s first chief justice, John Marshall, reduced the title of Indigenous 
nations to that of “tribes” that could not own their lands. The right of domination 
went to the original colonists, Great Britain; in fact the right of tribes to speak on 
their own behalf was extinguished by virtue of them not being Christians (Miller 
2010). In a series of decisions between 1823 and 1832, Marshall defined the status 
and rights of Indigenous nations within the United States as “tribes,” uncivilized 
peoples dependent on the United States and subject to its complete and some-
times arbitrary authority. Most of these rulings concerned the Cherokee Nation 
fighting the state of Georgia, who wanted to open up Indian lands for large- scale 
and intensified plantation slavery (Baptist 2016). Marshall successfully limited the 
rights of tribes but placed final authority over tribes in the federal government.

The Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, Seminole, and other nations of the 
Southeast and Ohio Valley were removed to “Indian territory,” modern Oklahoma, 
based on characterizations of Indigenous nations that are not too different from 
today’s mainstream depictions of Indigenous nations as inherent environmental-
ists. It is from these racist understandings where legal concepts such as “domes-
tic dependent” and “plenary power” originate. This was how the U.S. Supreme 
Court systematically extinguished tribal rights to land and justified the continued 



162

A
N

D
R

E
W

 C
U

R
LE

Y

colonization of Indigenous lands (Deloria and Lytle 1983). For more than a hun-
dred years following the Marshall decisions, the explicit goal of U.S. federal pol-
icy was to kill, remove, or assimilate Indigenous peoples whose lives stood in the 
way of territorial expansion and wealth accumulation. The United States created 
reservations in the 1840s and explicitly worked to “civilize” tribal peoples until 
notions of “development” replaced it.

The supposed nadir of Indigenous political and cultural life was at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century when our numbers appeared at our lowest (Thornton 
1987; Maddox 2006). This was the period of “the vanishing Indian,” long pre-
dicted by colonialists and popularized in the U.S. media through dime novels, 
exotic photography, and salvage anthropology meant to document these cultures 
before they disappeared. These White documentarians came into Indigenous com-
munities looking for cultural difference and practices that were assumed to be 
premodern. It was an approach blinded by its own presumptions. Missing from 
these accounts were Indigenous political claims— rights defined against the colo-
nial state. Instead, tribes were seen as defying progress with preindustrial ideas of 
nature. It is this trope that recycled into media accounts and activist literatures of 
#NoDAPL, which deny the territorial claims of the Standing Rock Tribe and the 
larger Great Sioux Nation.

In the 1930s the Roosevelt administration created legal- political apparatuses 
through which tribes could exercise limited notions of “sovereignty” and self- 
determination for modernization and development. The ushering in of tribal gov-
ernments with rights and powers not practiced in most Indigenous communities 
had profound implications on social, cultural, and political life for tribes. Tribal 
governments were created through the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934. These 
governments were comprised of “councils,” that is, legislative bodies, whom the 
United States recognized as the “governing authority” over the rest of the tribe.

Since the advent of colonization, Europeans looked toward concentrated power 
with which to negotiate. Often Indigenous nations did not maintain political sys-
tems of absolutism and inherited monarchical powers. The few nations who did 
practice tyranny are the most celebrated in Western histories as the civilized tribes 
of the continent, including Inca, Aztec, and slave- owning nations in the south-
east. For most nations, political power was not concentrated or hereditary. Conse-
quently, concessions from one group might not have had any legal bearing for the 
rest of “the tribe” within that nation’s jurisprudence. Of course this should have 
been obvious, but it was not to most colonial administrators and treaty makers. 
They sought “governing authorities” and made the creation of male leadership 
and tribal councils a central focus of their treaty negotiation (Deloria and Wilkins 
2010). Not only did this engender patriarchy into societies that maintained strong 
matrilineal institutions, it also proved ineffective for land concessions (Goeman 
and Denetdale 2009). The Indian Reorganization Act helped to resolve some of 
these issues. At the same time, Congress passed legislation, such as the Indian 
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ities to sign on to mining and leasing contracts (Allison 2015).
Despite the paternalistic tone of these arrangements, they did provide Indig-

enous nations with a new source of legal authority over their territories. The cru-
cial advantage of the Indian Reorganization Act is that it created contiguous lands 
where possible. However, some reservations were factionalized beyond repair, 
alienated from years of allotment. For tribes such as the Navajo Nation, our res-
ervation expanded. The process was not uniform. It varied in place and context. 
For the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, and other Sioux nations, much of their best 
lands were lost in colonial allotments. Despite treaties, the Great Sioux Nation 
was splintered into five smaller reservations (Pine Ridge, Rosebud, Lower Brule, 
Cheyenne River, and Standing Rock), and each was further reduced in size through 
allotment. Then in the 1940s, the Army Corps of Engineers flooded the Missouri 
River Valley. These were the remaining lands of Indigenous nations, whose last 
remaining pristine lands were lost in the flooding.

Since the 1820s, federal policy has oscillated between outright “elimination” 
and genocide (Wolfe 2011) and assimilation, legibility, and “forced federalism” 
(Corntassel and Witmer 2008). Today there remains ambiguity about the rights of 
tribes under colonial law. As nations who ought to be independent of the United 
States, Indigenous jurisdictions are a blight on the national consciousness. Tribal 
rights, lands, and traditional economies stand in the way of the expansion of 
resource capitalism across the continent. Processes of “recognition” and corpo-
rate practices of sovereignty help facilitate this process (Coulthard 2007). Yet tribes 
have advanced their claims through a discourse of “sovereignty” despite its inher-
ent limitations and basis on notions of White supremacy. Indigenous activism in 
the 1960s and 1970s persuaded Congress to pass the Indian Self- Determination 
and Educational Assistance Act of 1975. Perhaps this legislative reform was done 
to undermine revolutionary organizing among Indigenous peoples at the time. But 
it also ushered in the discourse of “tribal sovereignty” or the process of reworking 
tribal governments toward a stronger sense of local control while keeping in place 
key elements of colonial authority. These legislative reforms allowed for tribes to 
take over and run colonizing institutions but have done nothing to give them pow-
ers on par with international states.

Today “sovereignty” is understood as a problematic concept. Some argue this 
is because of the European origin of the term, while I would suggest the main 
problem is that tribal governments have not been given enough power to be called 
“sovereign.” But it is also necessary for continued resistance against colonialism 
(Barker 2005). In the case of DAPL, the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, a product of 
this process of attempted elimination and assimilation, used its status as a tribal 
entity with government- to- government relations with institutions of the execu-
tive branch to protest DAPL’s proposed route. In the end a more militant form of 
resistance was needed, a form of civil disobedience along the route of the pipeline 
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to draw national attention to the injustice of land theft. It was through this direct 
action that Standing Rock witnessed more of its grievances addressed.

Land as Site of Struggle

Land is much more than a site for cultural and spiritual practice, it is also space 
for social reproduction. Without land, life is not possible. For the Standing Rock 
Sioux Tribe, and all tribes, they understood their struggle was one for their rights 
to life and survival (Estes 2016). And in many ways this is the broader definition 
of tribal sovereignty. In Indigenous scholarship we have debated its narrower legal- 
political meaning or whether or not it is an “appropriate” concept (Alfred 2006). 
But this is looking at the issue backward. Rather than fixating on the word sover-
eignty and why it is an “inappropriate” concept for tribes because of the Western 
origin of the word, we should understand how everyday tribal actors understand 
it. For tribal peoples it both has legal- political meaning and also evokes a right to 
land and self- determination. These are the terms of the issues for most tribal actors. 
We understand and relate based on the similarity of our struggles: it is to preserve 
a land base and our rights that we oppose DAPL and other colonial encroachments 
from the Pacific Ocean to Palestine, even when we maintain contradictory rela-
tionships with extractive industries.

Indigenous activism increased in the United States during the 1960s and 1970s 
when tribal peoples created organizations and institutions to unite tribes across the 
United States and articulate grievances against the settler- colonial state. It was usu-
ally young people and women who led these movements. In 1969, urban Natives 
from the Bay Area occupied the then abandoned Alcatraz Island and declared it 
Indigenous land. Others led a walk across Indigenous communities throughout 
the United States to Washington, D.C., called the Trail of Broken Treaties. Many of 
these activists eventually occupied the Bureau of Indian Affairs building in Wash-
ington, D.C. The resistance at Wounded Knee in 1973 was the culmination of years 
of struggle to create national movements across Indigenous lands and territories 
(Smith and Warrior 1996).

When we look at Indigenous support from across the country for the rights of 
Standing Rock people to their land, we recognize that it was through an under-
standing of sovereignty and self- determination that Indigenous peoples were able 
to connect with the struggle. Despite centuries of settler- colonialism, Indigenous 
peoples in North America successfully fought back against colonialists and the 
legal structures of land theft. Since the Marshall Trilogy defined us as “wards” or 
“domestic dependent” nations in the 1820s, we have resisted exile and elimination. 
We resist successfully through action, even when we lose in the courts of the colo-
nial government. And through land occupation and a refusal to move, we eventu-
ally gain jurisdiction over our national land base, still unceded.

In 2016 the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe sued the Army Corps of Engineers for 
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posed route of the pipeline. These laws require government- to- government con-
sultation between the tribe and entities of the federal government, including the 
corps. From the perspective of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, the Army Corps of 
Engineers decided what it was going to do anyway and simply notified the tribe of 
its decision. The tribe produced maps, surveys, and arguments in court and to the 
corps as to why the route infringed on tribal jurisdiction. They documented sites 
of spiritual significance and known grave sites. All of this was disregarded in the 
interest of oil, development, and colonization. The tribe challenged this wanton 
disregard in colonial courts that predictably ruled against the claims of the nation.

It was women and everyday community members who initiated the physi-
cal challenge to the route of DAPL, putting themselves at risk to the violence of 
construction firms. Their bravery in the face of obvious injustice inspired people 
from all across the country to join. The tribal government was quick to support it 
and found ways to use the tribe’s resources to tell the Indigenous side of the story. 
This form of direct resistance was riskier for those involved. A non- Native resister 
nearly lost her arm when police used water cannons on people on a frigid night of 
demonstration. It was the only way to force the U.S. government to uphold its own 
weak environmental laws and promises to respect tribal sovereignty.

Indigenous organizers and activists regularly refer to treaty rights when chal-
lenging institutions of colonization. This is done to challenge the legacy of the 
Marshall Trilogy and White supremacy inherent in colonial law. It was on the 
same Standing Rock reservation in 1974 when Indigenous peoples from across 
the country came together to form the International Indian Treaty Council to 
petition for the rights of tribes within international law. Their years of work even-
tually led to the passage of the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
in 2007 within the United Nations that serves in some ways as a future basis for 
claims against colonial countries like the United States. Through continued strug-
gle against the racist assumptions of colonial law, Indigenous peoples work to pre-
serve their unceded territories and national rights to self- determination. Although 
these struggles are clearly linked to campaigns for environmental justice, they are 
better understood as struggles for territorial independence.

Conclusion

Today we are working to understand the deeper meanings and implications of 
the NoDAPL movement at Standing Rock. For many non- Native participants and 
witnesses, the movement was about the tribe’s fight to protect water and the envi-
ronment. This was a popular framing simply because it spoke to larger politics of 
climate change and the fossil- fuel industry— the antagonists in the story. It was a 
framing that social movements and organizations leveraged to gain support for 
the struggle. But it had the negative effect of characterizing Indigenous peoples as 
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inherent environmentalists, which builds on an older, uglier stereotype of Indige-
nous peoples that was used to dispossess Indigenous peoples of the right of nation-
hood and that serves as the justifying basis for colonial laws.

This caused confusion for even frontline participants who needed to know what 
the struggle was about. Because there were thousands of people who fought against 
the construction of DAPL from across the country, there were literally thousands 
of competing claims to the core meaning of NoDAPL. It is important to priori-
tize Indigenous claims, especially those of the people from the communities most 
impacted by the route of the pipeline. I am not writing from such a perspective. 
I am writing as a member of the Navajo Nation who worked in solidarity with 
NoDAPL from the “triangle region” of North Carolina. I joined with Indigenous 
students in the region to partner with environmental groups who rallied in sup-
port for the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe. We raised money and called for boycotts 
on some of the institutions like Wells Fargo that funded the construction of the 
pipeline. NoDAPL, like Idle No More and other recent movements, was not just 
about stopping the pipeline; it was a way for Indigenous peoples from across the 
continent to critique centuries of colonialism and displacement.

This brings us to the framework and framing that limited tribal grievance to 
environmental claims. Because of the nature of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe’s 
challenge of the project as one in violation of federal environment and government- 
to- government relations, many media interpreted the struggle as one that was only 
about the environment and water. This framework was reinforced through the 
efforts of environmental groups who established near the DAPL construction as 
Water Protectors. Although there are clearly environmental concerns with DAPL, 
it is also important to remember the longer history of colonial dispossession. 
Rooting the resistance in Indigenous histories and struggles for the land gives us a 
fuller sense of what happened and how we can better support Indigenous nations 
to defeat the empire.

NOTE

 1. “The Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arickara Nation’s Support for the Standing Rock Nation” 
(letter to Dave Archambault II), Mandan, Hidatsa & Arickara Nation, August 
22, 2016, http://www.mhanation.com/main2/Home_News/Home_News_2016/
News_08_2016_August/The%20Mandan%20Hidatsa%20Arikara%20Nations%20
Support%20for%20the%20Standing%20Rock%20Nation.pdf (no longer available).
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RESOLUTIONS

Layli Long Soldier

This poem was originally published as “Resolution 6” in WHEREAS, a poetry collection 
by Layli Long Soldier. The text at left is from a social media post by Mark K. Tilsen, 
Pine Ridge, South Dakota, on September 20, 2016; the text at right is from a personal 
interview with Waniya Locke in Standing Rock, South Dakota, on September 19, 2016.

(6) I too urge the President to acknowledge the wrongs of the United States 
against Indian tribes in the history of the United States in order to bring healing 
to this land although healing this land is not dependent never has been upon this 
President meaning tribal nations and the people themselves are healing this land 
its waters with or without Presidential acknowledgment they act upon this right 
without apology:

To speak to law enforcement
these Direct Action Principles

be really clear always ask
have been painstakingly drafted

who what when where why
at behest of the local leadership

e.g. Officer, my name is __________
from Standing Rock

please explain
and are the guidelines

the probable cause for stopping me
for the Očhéthi Šakówiŋ camp

you may ask
I acknowledge a plurality of ways

does that seem reasonable to you
to resist oppression
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don’t give any further info
•

People ask why do you bring up
we are Protectors

so many other issues it’s because
we are peaceful & prayerful

these issues have been ongoing
“isms” have no place

for 200 years they’re inter- dependent
here we all stand together

we teach the distinction
we are non- violent

btwn civil rights & civil liberties
we are proud to stand

btwn what’s legal & what isn’t legal
no masks

the camp is 100% volunteer
respect locals

it’s a choice to be a Protector
no weapons

liberty is freedom
or what could be construed as weapons

of speech it’s a right
property damage does not get us closer

to privacy a fair trial
to our goal

you’re free
all campers must get an orientation

from unreasonable search
Direct Action Training

free from seizure of person or home
is required

& civil disobedience: the camp is
for everyone taking action

an act of civil disobedience
no children

now the law protects the corporation
in potentially dangerous situations

so the camp is illegal
we keep each accountable

you must have a buddy system
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171to these principles
someone must know when you’re 
leaving

this is a ceremony
& when you’re coming back

act accordingly

“Riders.” Photograph by Michelle Latimer.
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CENTERING SOVEREIGNTY
HOW STANDING ROCK CHANGED THE CONVERSATION

Elizabeth Ellis

Yes, there is oil in the Dakota Access Pipeline, and yes, there is little legal recourse 
left to the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe.1 But there is also a fire burning in the heart 
of Indigenous America, and it has ignited a generation of activists and forged broad 
solidarity unlike any we have ever seen.

In the spring of 2016, the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe captured the attention 
of the world as they took on a global oil corporation and the federal government 
on the American Great Plains. In 2015 Energy Transfer Partners (ETP), the com-
pany behind the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL), announced plans to run an oil 
pipeline through the Standing Rock Sioux treaty lands. This pipeline would cross 
over sacred sites, gouge through burial grounds, and pass under Lake Oahe, the 
reservoir that provides this reservation’s primary source of drinking water. More 
importantly, this pipeline would be built against the wishes of the Standing Rock 
Sioux tribal government and in violation of treaties that the Sioux signed with 
the federal government. In early spring 2016 this conflict escalated as ETP began 
the physical construction of the pipeline. Looking for help, LaDonna Bravebull 
Allard, a tribal historian of the Standing Rock Sioux, invited supporters to camp 
on her lands along the Cannonball River and to stand with her and the Standing 
Rock Sioux as they placed their bodies and prayers in the path of the pipeline. 
Incredibly, tens of thousands of people answered her call and traveled to Stand-
ing Rock Sioux territory.

By late summer more than ten thousand people had journeyed to Standing 
Rock to support the fight against the pipeline, and thousands more came to the 
camps over the course of the fall. Donations poured in from around the globe. In 
New York, Los Angeles, Philadelphia, Denver, and cities across the United States, 
local organizers staged solidarity actions to raise awareness, garner public sup-
port, and collect funds and supplies to send to Water Protectors on the front lines. 
Many more Americans called the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (ACOE), wrote to 
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173President Barack Obama, and engaged in a massive public debate about the rights 
of Native Americans to water and environmental resources.

This pressure on the ground at Standing Rock and from the public at large 
stymied the construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline. By the time that Presi-
dent Obama left office in January 2017, this popular resistance had convinced his 
administration to order a halt of construction and a federal environmental review 
of the project. When the Obama administration announced that the Army Corps 
of Engineers would not grant final permit to ETP in December 2017, Indigenous 
Americans celebrated, albeit tentatively, their massive victory in forcing the fed-
eral government to take their environmental concerns seriously.2 Incredibly, this 
coalition of Native and non- Native allies had compelled the federal government 
to take action to protect the rights of an Indigenous nation.

However, when President Donald Trump took office, he promptly reversed the 
Obama administration’s decisions. Trump’s January 2017 executive order expe-
diting the pipeline negated the Obama administration’s mandate for a complete 
environmental impact assessment and stifled the period of public comment. As 
with so many of the flurry of orders the president has signed, the administration 
did not follow customary procedure, and it waived the typical fourteen- day wait-
ing period after congressional notification. This enabled construction crews to 
promptly return to drilling under Lake Oahe and facilitated the forced removal 
of the final Water Protectors who remained at camps along the pipeline route.3

With Trump’s support the ACOE ultimately granted ETP the final permit they 
needed to build this pipeline, and the state and federal government supplied the 
military force necessary to physically remove Water Protectors from this route.4 
Thus despite the objection of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe and the opposition 
of hundreds of other Native nations within the United States, the federal govern-
ment facilitated the completion of this pipeline. The devastating conclusion of 
this conflict has left many Americans asking, did all of this effort make any dif-
ference? And in light of our current political moment, does the fight at Standing 
Rock still matter?

Yes, and more than most of us could have possibly imagined in 2016. Certainly, 
this fight matters because it is the most recent chapter in a centuries’ old saga of 
American colonial violence against Native people. It is also significant because it 
illuminated the willingness of the federal government to bend and sidestep reg-
ulations designed to protect the environment and all Americans to support cor-
porate profit.

However, it is also tremendously important because of the ways that Standing 
Rock opened up a national discussion about treaty rights and Native sovereignty 
in the twenty- first century. In 2016, while most of the American public was fixated 
on the Olympics in Rio de Janeiro and the U.S. presidential election, the Standing 
Rock Sioux Tribe forged the largest pan- Indigenous alliance in North American 
history. Into this frenetic cultural conversation, Standing Rock Water Protectors 
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managed to capture the nation’s attention and garner support from an Ameri-
can public that had previously been largely oblivious to the ongoing struggles of 
Native people to defend their lands and communities. Over the course of 2016, the 
#NoDAPL movement built a massive, intersectional alliance by drawing on pop-
ular perceptions of Native peoples and linking the struggle of the Standing Rock 
Sioux Tribe to other contemporary fights for social justice. By first setting up dig-
ital platforms where Native people’s voices could be heard, and then using these 
spaces to generate popular support, Water Protectors educated the public about 
the historical relationships between the United States and the Great Sioux Nation 
and thereby forced a national focus on Native sovereignty in the modern era.

The combination of this broad support for the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe and 
the reconceptualization of the fights for justice for Native Americans not as issues 
of minority rights within the United States, but as fights against a colonial govern-
ment for self- determination has had powerful implications. For the many Amer-
icans who, prior to Standing Rock, would have insisted that the United States’ 
exploitation of Native Americans was a nineteenth- century crime and that Native 
people are simply a descendent minority within our modern nation, the coverage 
of Standing Rock destroyed these comforting national narratives. This fight forced 
non- Indigenous Americans to acknowledge not just the existence of real, modern, 
Native Americans but also that unresolved treaty claims and U.S. colonization of 
Indigenous peoples and lands are very current problems.

Furthermore the conversations about water rights, self- determination, police 
violence, and racism that the #NoDAPL movement fostered have also forged a 
new intersectional platform that applies Indigenous perspectives of settler- colonial 
nationalism to critique oppression across the United States. Through the networks 
and spaces that Water Protectors carved into the national media and public dis-
course, Indigenous activists have obtained new platforms to reach the public at 
large and are providing critical voices to challenge xenophobic and exploitive 
federal policies. In effect then, Standing Rock not only changed the conversation 
about Indigenous- specific issues, but also forged a broad alliance that is poised 
to have tremendous impact on a wide spectrum of contemporary fights for social 
justice in the Americas.

Building Intersectional Support

Between May and December 2016 more than 360 Native nations from around the 
world joined the fight against DAPL and offered support to the Standing Rock 
Sioux Tribe. These allies included Indigenous peoples from South and Central 
America, Australia, the Pacific Islands, and the Arctic North. For decades, Navajo 
people have struggled to obtain access to safe, clean drinking water as mining 
plants have spilled millions of gallons of toxic waste into the rivers that supplied the 
nation’s water for drinking, bathing, and farming.5 For the last two years Apache 
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175people have fought to prevent the federal government from providing permits to 
copper mining companies to carve up Oak Flat, which is a space they consider 
sacred.6 Apaches, Navajos, and so many other Native Americans perceive the threat 
of DAPL not just as a danger for the Standing Rock Sioux, but as a critical threat 
to Indigenous sovereignty and resources.

Moreover the exploitation of Indigenous resources frequently enables violence 
against Indigenous women, and so the threat of colonial resource extraction res-
onates with communities who have suffered gender- based violence. For example, 
in 2016 in Honduras, Lenca environmental activist Berta Cáceres was murdered 
after she led the opposition against an Agua Zarca hydroelectric dam.7 During 
the oil boom in 2010– 13 in North Dakota, the rates of violence and sexual assault 
against Arikara, Mandan, and Hidatsa women skyrocketed due to the increase of 
man camps in the region.8 On the Fort Berthold reservation, for example, between 
2011 and 2012 the rates of violence against women tripled as the result of the influx 
of oil workers in the region.9 In sum, Indigenous people worldwide empathized 
with the people of Standing Rock, and they recognized that the implications of 
this fight could have repercussions that impact all Native nation’s abilities to con-
trol their resources in the twenty- first century.

Yet the immense breadth of solidarity of the Standing Rock movement is wholly 
unprecedented in American history. I teach early American history to university 
students, and in my courses I frequently cover multinational Native resistance 
movements. Pontiac’s War, for example, is commonly described as the largest 
pan- Indian movement in American history. In 1763, at the end of the Seven Years 
War, British forced- moved into the Ohio River Valley and Great Lakes to claim 
the forts and territories of the French as their spoils of war. Under the guidance of 
Delaware spiritual leader Neolin and the Odawa political leader Pontiac, Shawnee, 
Delaware, Odawa, Potawatomi, Miami, Wyandot, and other Native nations joined 
forces to oppose British expansion into their homelands. This movement led to a 
powerful spiritual revival and dealt a profound blow to the British Empire before 
this Indigenous alliance crumbled in 1764. For years my students have asked why 
more nations did not join Pontiac, or other resistance movements like the Yama-
see War against South Carolinians, or the Pueblos in their war against the Spanish. 
Or they have asked why all Native peoples did not just band together to confront 
British, French, Spanish, or American colonizers. For years I have emphasized 
that while Native people certainly made alliances and took collective actions, the 
many Native polities of North America had different priorities, political strategies, 
and long histories of antagonistic relationships with their neighbors and disparate 
cultural values. I explained that pan- Indigenous resistance was just not a viable 
option. I was wrong. Native nations who have fought, disagreed, and who have 
little in common culturally or politically came together to support Standing Rock 
and to build what is unquestionably the largest international Indigenous move-
ment in American history.
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This solidarity is even more remarkable because the supporting groups included 
individuals and representatives from Native nations whose economies are directly 
tied to energy extraction. These groups include the Crow Nation, which depends 
on coal extraction, and the Osage Nation, which garnered substantial profit from 
oil extraction in the early twentieth century. My own nation, the Peoria Tribe of 
Indians of Oklahoma, sent a statement of support to the Standing Rock Sioux, 
and this is quite surprising considering that many of our citizens have personal 
ties and economic investments in the Oklahoma and Texas oil industries.10 So the 
support of these nations came not just from Native peoples’ sense of obligation to 
honor and protect all of our relations (including animals, rivers, and lands), but 
also from a sense of the critical importance of supporting Native peoples’ rights 
to determine what can be done with their territories and resources. In effect, this 
solidarity is drawing on something even deeper than an Indigenous environmen-
talism and sense of obligation to our sacred and ancestral places.

If this immense coalition of Native people is unprecedented, perhaps even more 
so was the broad support from non- Indigenous allies. Jewish, Quaker, Lutheran, 
Muslim, and many other religious groups sent members to Standing Rock, staged 
demonstrations, and lobbied U.S. representatives.11 Members of the Black Lives 
Matter network traveled to Stranding Rock and voiced their support for the Sioux 
as a fight against environmental racism and police violence, and as connected to 
their efforts to provide clean water to Flint, Michigan.12 Perhaps more surpris-
ingly, support from a couple thousand American veterans provided critical lever-
age for the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe. In late November as the violence escalated, 
the ACOE demanded that the Water Protectors move from their camps along the 
Cannonball River by early December. Roughly two thousand veterans journeyed 
to Standing Rock in the midst of the heavy snow and whipping winds, and they 
offered to put their bodies physically between the Water Protectors and the govern-
ment forces. Merely days after their arrival, Obama cancelled the forced removal 
deadline and signed an order that mandated an environmental review and denied 
ETP the final construction permit. While the Trump administration overturned 
this order, this was nonetheless a striking demonstration of the power of solidar-
ity.13 Altogether, estimates suggest that more than ten thousand people journeyed 
to Standing Rock to physically defend the lands, and tens of thousands more took 
to the streets in cities across the country and pressured their representatives to 
take action to halt this pipeline and the ongoing violence against Native people.14

In 2016, I was working at the University of Pennsylvania and living in Phil-
adelphia as the DAPL conflict escalated. According to the estimates of the U.S. 
Census Bureau, in 2016 the population of Philadelphia was 44 percent African 
American, 45 percent white, 14 percent Latin American, and 7 percent Asian. 
Less than 1 percent of the population identifies as Indigenous or Native American, 
and the state of Pennsylvania has no federally recognized Native nations within 
its borders.15 Although Philadelphia prides itself on having a strong connection to 
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177early American history, and celebrates its role in the American Revolution, there 
is little public representation or celebration of the Lenape people who called this 
region home. In effect this meant that there is limited cultural memory of Indig-
enous people within the city as well as limited discussions of Indigenous peoples 
or issues in Philadelphia schools, museums, or plazas.

Despite having minimal visibility of Native people, a strong solidarity move-
ment to support Standing Rock emerged in Philadelphia. In fact, the organizers 
of Philly with Standing Rock were primarily non- Native Americans. They were 
Euro- American settlers who had long been committed to environmental activism, 
or black community advocates who were working on issues of environmental jus-
tice, or people of Indigenous descent who traced their cultural identities to Central 
American, South American, or Caribbean communities. Most of the folks in this 
group had no experience working with Native American nations or communities 
and were deeply unfamiliar with Indian law or history in the U.S. context. But it 
didn’t matter, and they worked tirelessly to advocate for the Standing Rock Sioux 
Tribe and to engage the public on this issue. Between September and December 
Philly with Standing Rock organized numerous demonstrations to raise awareness, 
rallies to show solidarity, actions to deliver petitions to the office of the ACOE, and 
protests outside of financial institutions such as Wells Fargo, TD Bank, and Sunoco.

All of these events demonstrated the solidarity of this diverse group of sup-
porters. At an action organized by a local temple outside of the Wells Fargo on 
Market Street, on November 2, 2016, I remember seeing a young woman hold-
ing a sign that read “another Jew against genocide” with images of concentration 
camps pasted alongside what appeared to be photos of the Wounded Knee Mas-
sacre. The power plants that supply energy to Philadelphia residents are located 
in the southwest quadrant of the city, and their emissions emanate into the sur-
rounding community. Three quarters of the residents who live within one mile of 
these power plants are black, and a 2012 NAACP report found that African Amer-
icans suffer from asthma at three times the rate of their white counterparts in the 
city. Thus some of the African American organizers who led Philly with Standing 
Rock saw this struggle as connected to their own.16 At one of the first rallies in 
the city a demonstrator who walked at the front of the crowd carried a sign that 
read simply “Fix Flint.” In Philadelphia the calls from the national Standing Rock 
movement to defund Wells Fargo and TD Bank also overlapped with community 
initiatives to stop Wells Fargo from charging millions of dollars in fees from the 
city’s public school funds.17 Thus even in a city with a minimal Indigenous popu-
lation, in Philadelphia there were already strong grassroots movements for social 
and economic justice and movements against environmental and systemic racism, 
and the NoDAPL movement was able to build on these networks.

My experience organizing with Philly with Standing Rock led me to ask, what 
was it about Standing Rock that mobilized cities like Philadelphia on a national 
scale? How was it that this movement gained so much traction and managed to 
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enfold all of these community activists and ordinary Americans with little or no 
prior background in Native rights issues? Effectively, what was different about 
Standing Rock than the Navajo and Apache fights for clean water, or the battle 
of the Indigenous community of Isle Jean Charles in Louisiana against climate 
change?18

First and foremost this movement was built on the passion and tireless com-
mitment of Native women, men, and youth who poured their hearts into orga-
nizing. Within the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe LaDonna Bravebull Allard put out 
the call for national support, Bobbi Jean Three Legs organized a youth relay run 
from Standing Rock to D.C. to call attention to the pipeline, and Tribal Chairman 
David Archambault II repeatedly broadcast requests for support to the nation. On 
the ground Lakota and Dakota youth and grandmothers stood their ground on the 
front lines and locked themselves to machinery. The world watched as peaceful 
demonstrators from all backgrounds were shot with rubber bullets and beanbags, 
tear gas, and long range acoustic devices. While Native people and their allies put 
their bodies on the line, Native- led environmental organizations like Honor the 
Earth and the Indigenous Environmental Network spread the stories from Stand-
ing Rock. There is no doubt that Lakotas and Dakotas and the citizens of the Stand-
ing Rock Sioux Tribe carried this movement and that those on the front lines gave 
the most to support this fight.

Second, we should not forget that the Standing Rock Sioux are the descendants 
of Crazy Horse, of Red Cloud, of Sitting Bull, and of the men and women who took 
on the federal government at Wounded Knee in 1973. In 1876 combined Lakota, 
Dakota, and Cheyenne forces led by these warriors famously defeated U.S. Army 
forces at the Battle of Greasy Grass, or as it is more commonly known, the Battle 
of Little Bighorn. The images of this fight and of this victory resonated across the 
nation and captured Americans’ attention as much now as they did then. Nearly a 
century later, Lakota and Dakota people were again forced to take up arms against 
the federal government in an effort to defend their communities. More than a hun-
dred years of genocidal policy— including corralling Native people on reserva-
tions, excising them of economic autonomy, forcing cultural assimilation through 
boarding schools and mission programs, and stripping juridical powers from tribal 
governments— has taken a tremendous toll on Lakota and Dakota people. Today 
their reservations in North Dakota are among some of the poorest locations in the 
country. Thus in the 1970s the promises of the American Indian Movement (AIM) 
to restore treaty rights, remedy tribal corruption, and demand real sovereignty 
for Native peoples had tremendous appeal to the Lakotas and Dakotas. In 1973 
Oglala Lakota activists and members of AIM from many tribes seized the town of 
Wounded Knee— a site where the federal government massacred 150 Lakotas in 
1890. Together this coalition of activists held Wounded Knee for seventy- one days 
as they withstood FBI bullets and blockades and protested the abusive leadership 
of tribal president Richard Wilson and the intervention of the federal government 
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179in Lakota politics.19 So the conflict at Standing Rock is not a fundamentally new 
fight, but it is perhaps better understood as the most recent conflict in the United 
States’ ongoing assault on the Sioux Nation and its descendants.

Leveraging Public Perception

Neither passion, nor legacy, nor crossover issues alone can explain the success of 
the NoDAPL movement in garnering public support for Standing Rock. Nor does 
it explain why so many more non- Indigenous Americans traveled to Sioux ter-
ritory to participate in this fight in 2016 than did in 1973. At its height, the 1973 
encampment at Wounded Knee involved two hundred people, whereas there were 
more than ten thousand at Standing Rock. Instead we should recognize that the 
resonance of this movement is the result of the expertly crafted and disseminated 
messaging of the #NoDAPL movement.

Most Americans are not familiar with the contours of Indian law, and unless 
they live in a state like Oklahoma or Montana with a high Native population, they 
may have minimal interaction with Native people in their daily lives. Even as late 
as 2015, there was rarely coverage of Indigenous issues in the mainstream U.S. 
media beyond the occasional exposé on drug use or domestic violence on reser-
vations. In the United States, Native and Indigenous people are only about 2 per-
cent of the population, and unlike our northern neighbors in Canada, we do not 
have dedicated Indigenous TV channels or a truth and reconciliation initiative, 
and in the United States there has been only minimal public discussion of Native 
policy in the federal government.20

We do, on the other hand, have lots and lots of Westerns. So in the United 
States, when Americans envision Native people they frequently think of Native 
people on horseback and in war bonnets, they probably are familiar with the Bat-
tle of Little Bighorn, and they may have images of Native peoples from Disney’s 
Pocahontas singing to raccoons and painting with every color of the wind. Effec-
tively when Americans imagine Indians, they picture Plains nations, and buckskin, 
eagle feathers, sage, and stoic riders with long braids sitting tall on horseback.21

What Standing Rock did, so expertly, was to draw on these images and stereo-
types to mobilize sympathy. If we think about the rhetoric of the early movement 
we remember the rally cries of “water is life,” “water is sacred,” “honor the earth,” 
“you can’t drink oil, keep it in the soil,” and “honor the sacred.” The demonstra-
tions and encampments were presented as rights to pray, as rights to defend the 
graves of Lakota peoples’ ancestors, and as Native peoples’ commitment to the 
land and water.22

I do not mean to suggest that this was not sincere, or that Standing Rock did 
not launch a cultural and religious revitalization of Indian country on a level 
that we have not seen in more than a century; it certainly did.23 But this was also 
a move of tactical brilliance because this messaging drew on assumptions and 
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stereotypes that Americans were already familiar with and couched the conflict 
on grounds of environment and religious justice in ways that were comprehensi-
ble to all Americans.24

To disseminate this message, Standing Rock activists drew on networks and 
strategies of Black Lives Matter, Idle No More, and the anti– Keystone XL cam-
paign. Unlike in 1973 when Lakota and Dakota people struggled to obtain the 
attention of mass media and could not control the portrayal of their movement, 
in 2016 Native people controlled both the means and content of the messaging. 
The advent of social media and the subsequent democratization of information 
networks meant that Native peoples could tell their own stories. Via Facebook 
Live, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, and other media platforms, Native peoples 
and Standing Rock activists communicated directly with the American public and 
brought the nation to the front lines with them.

What these social media broadcasts also meant was that Native peoples could 
present themselves to the world as modern folks and as young men and women 
wearing T- shirts and jeans and shower slides or snow boots, and it provided Amer-
icans with a glimpse of the tremendous diversity of Indigenous people. On these 
live feeds and through Native- curated interviews, Americans saw Native Ameri-
cans of all skin colors, black- presenting, white- presenting, with all kinds of hair, 
tattoos, and accents. This may sound trivial, but this was really the first time in the 
United States that there was mass and sustained coverage of Native people and of 
quotidian Indigenous life, and so it exposed Americans to new concepts of Native 
American identities in the twenty- first century.25

One of the challenges of framing this conflict for massive non- Indigenous audi-
ences was that much of the early coverage of the movement was sympathetic, but 
also rather problematic. If the early news stories ran tragic reports of the bulldoz-
ing on Lakota gravesites and ETP’s private security setting attack dogs on unarmed 
Native people, they also focused overwhelmingly on tropes of “ecological Indians” 
and defense of a “traditional” way of life. One of the first national stories run by 
the New York Times covering the movement explained that this fight was a “major 
environmental and cultural threat.”26 While certainly both cultural and environ-
mental factors were central tenets of this fight, this coverage also missed a crucial 
component of the issue, Native sovereignty.27

Centering Sovereignty

When we consider the media coverage of Standing Rock from fall of 2016, we can 
begin to see a transition from late summer reports that centered on discussions 
of environmental and spiritual concerns to examinations of Native sovereignty by 
November. This transition was in part a switch fueled by the dialogue of Native 
peoples on the front lines, but also by an effort on the part of Standing Rock Water 
Protectors who forced these issues into public discourse. In late October, Water 
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181Protectors set up camps in the path of DAPL along the border that the Great Sioux 
Nation had negotiated with the federal government in the Fort Laramie Treaty of 
1851. These women and men argued that this land is their rightful land, and Water 
Protectors refused to move from highways and to let construction crews pass.28

This action helped center the public discussion on the issues of treaty rights 
and sovereignty. Non- Native Americans struggled with the implications of some 
of this sovereignty- centered advocacy, and we can see from the news coverage that 
non- Indigenous Americans were less comfortable with this rationale. For exam-
ple, in early November the New York Post ran an article arguing that Native peo-
ple ought to be couching their fight for their rights to prayer and to clean water 
in their rights as American citizens, rather than as the rights of Indian nations or 
people. As author Naomi Schafer Riley claimed, “tribes aren’t sovereign nations, 
and the United States decided this one hundred years ago.”29 Native people would 
beg to differ on this point, and the treaties certainly do not reflect Riley’s claims, 
but this argument nonetheless presents a critical representation of how Ameri-
cans struggled to understand this fight over DAPL as a fight for Native sovereignty 
rather than a fight for the environment or spiritual rights.30 As Audra Simpson 
has argued, it has been easier for the non- Indigenous U.S. public to embrace pop-
ular national narratives of our nation as a pluralistic society where Native people 
are recognized and celebrated for their culture, but where their sovereignty and 
the challenges that this Native sovereignty poses to the settler- colonial nation are 
ignored or rejected, than it is to ask Americans to grapple with the implications of 
Native polities that have claims to territories, resources, and jurisdictional control 
that antecede the sovereignty of the United States.31

Again, this is where the ability of Native people to control the narrative via 
social media became so essential. As this dialogue grew, activists like Lakota attor-
ney Chase Iron Eyes took to Facebook to explain treaty rights. The New York 
Stands with Standing Rock Collective put together an online syllabus of academic 
resources and primary source content to help explain colonialism, treaty law, and 
Sioux history. Winona LaDuke traveled the country and took to Skype to explain 
the environmental regulations behind pipeline construction and why the use of 
Nationwide 12 permits was so problematic in the DAPL project. Journalists pre-
sented deep historical context on DAPL and introduced their readers to the his-
tory of the Dakota and Lakota people. Thereby the American public was exposed 
to unfamiliar conversations about Indigenous sovereignty, history, and law.32

Essentially, we can conceptualize of the NoDAPL fight as a contest of the rights 
of Indigenous people within the United States to clean drinking water, to the pro-
tection of the graves of their ancestors, and to pray, or we can conceptualize this as 
a fight between nations over territory and the struggle to force the more powerful 
United States to honor its international accord with the Sioux Nation.33

Lakota and Dakota peoples have some of the clearest land claims of all Native 
nations within the borders of the United States. Unlike so many Native polities, 
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the Great Sioux Nation was not relocated across the country. While Lakota and 
Dakota peoples lost many thousands of acres to the federal government, the fact 
that they maintained a land base within their original homelands means that the 
modern Sioux reservations look a lot like the neat, bordered, nation- states that we 
frequently imagine when we think of sovereign states and nations in the European 
context. Thus unlike so many other nations, to understand Lakota and Dakota 
peoples’ rights to control their territory and their communities, we do not have 
to move through theoretical and sometimes problematic justifications of how 
Native peoples’ sovereignty stems from relationships among kin, through blood, 
through land grants from the federal government, or through spiritual relation-
ships and obligations to lands and nonhuman relations.34 Rather, to explain the 
rights of the Lakota and Dakota people to control their lands on the Great Plains, 
and their rights to stop a pipeline from running through their homelands, we sim-
ply needed to point to the inherent, territorial sovereignty of this Native nation 
that has historically controlled these lands by presence and by treaties, the latter 
of which deed specific provisions to protect the land in question.

This is why the efforts to reclaim the 1851 treaty lands are so critical to the 
national dialogue about DAPL. The 1851 Fort Laramie Treaty was the first treaty 
the Great Sioux Nation signed with the federal government. In 1848 prospectors 
discovered gold in California. It did not take long before Americans streamed 
west through the territory of the Plains Indian nations, using Indian resources 
and attacking Native communities as they traveled to California. Not surprisingly, 
Lakota, Dakota, Mandan, Crow, and other plains groups attacked these Anglo- 
American trespassers and attempted to chase them off of their territories. This vio-
lence compelled the U.S. government to intercede, and in 1851 U.S. representatives 
met with these groups to negotiate a peace. The United States promised the Arap-
aho, Arikara, Assiniboine, Cheyenne, Crow, Hidatsa, Mandan, and Sioux Nations 
that they would recognize their territories, provide annuities, and facilitate trade 
with these polities, in exchange for a cession of hostilities and the guarantee that 
Anglo- American settlers could pass safely through their lands. Once in agreement, 
all parties signed this international accord.35

The United States largely failed to uphold its end of the bargain, and by the 
1860s Lakota and Dakota communities were again engaged in conflict with tres-
passing Anglo- American settlers. In 1865 Americans discovered gold in Montana 
and once more crossed through Sioux territory in droves. Using the Bozeman 
trail, settlers traversed the Powder River buffalo country where they killed buffalo 
and harassed Lakota and Dakota communities. Oglala Lakota leader Red Cloud 
led attacks against these settlers during 1866 and 1867 and yet again forced the 
U.S. government to enter into diplomatic negotiations in order to end this con-
flict. In 1868 the Sioux negotiated a second Fort Laramie Treaty with the federal 
government. This treaty created the Great Sioux Reservation with boundary lines 
that stretched north to the present- day border between North and South Dakota, 
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183south to Nebraska, east to the Missouri River, and west to present- day Wyoming. 
Critically though, Article 16 of this treaty contained a provision that specified 
that lands north of the Great Sioux Reservation, as far north as the Heart River, 
would be maintained as “unceded Indian territory,” which is the same northern 
boundary as the 1851 treaty. It is through this “unceded” territory that the Dakota 
Access Pipeline runs today.36

Since the Sioux retained explicit use rights and never formally ceded this land, 
this construction, which occurred without their consent, should unquestionably 
be illegal, as it violates this international treaty. The subsequent 1877 agreement 
is illegal as it was signed under duress by 10 percent of Sioux headmen who relin-
quished their hunting rights in these unceded territories in exchange for annu-
ities to avoid starvation. The 1868 treaty clearly stated that that international treaty 
could only be altered with the consent of 75 percent of adult males.37 Nonetheless, 
the federal government used this treaty to lay claim to more Sioux territory, and 
in 1877 Congress passed an act annexing the Black Hills, which many Lakota and 
Dakota people consider to be the sacred “heart” of their territory and people. The 
federal government never paid the Sioux for the Black Hills.38

Twentieth- century U.S. Supreme Court cases upheld and clarified the Standing 
Rock Sioux’s claims to have the rights to deny permission to the Dakota Access 
Pipeline to pass through their treaty lands. In 1923 the Sioux began to pursue 
legal claims against the federal government in U.S. court over the theft of the 
Black Hills. By 1974, more than half a century after the Sioux started pressing for 
legal resolution, the Indian Claims Commission ruled that the 1887 agreement 
and the federal government’s acquisition of the Black Hills was in fact illegal, and 
the U.S. Supreme Court upheld this ruling in 1980. The federal government has 
since offered the Sioux $1.3 billion as compensation for this land, but to date the 
Sioux have refused these funds, meaning this land should rightfully continue to 
be “unceded Indian territory.”39 In addition to the findings of the Supreme Court 
and Indian Claims Commission regarding the 1868 treaty and the Black Hills ter-
ritory, in 1908 the U.S. Supreme Court also ruled that Native nations retain water 
rights on their territories.40

So, in effect, it is rare in the United States that Native American treaty rights 
are as clear as this, but the Sioux Nation unquestionably has rights to this terri-
tory. At its core, the DAPL fight is largely about Native sovereignty and interna-
tional treaties.

Critical Implications

Beyond the impact for the Standing Rock Sioux and the pipeline, the response 
to DAPL is significant for its implications to Native sovereignty at large, and this 
national conversation about sovereignty has opened up another conversation 
within Indigenous America about autonomy and self- determination in the wake 
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of this conflict. As Joanne Barker and others argue, part of the process of U.S. col-
onization is the racialization and ethnicizing of Native people. By attempting to 
present and discuss Native people as cultural or ethnic rather than political groups, 
the settler- colonial government is able to undermine Indigenous claims to territory 
and political rights. Standing Rock then took these cultural and ethnic perceptions 
and used them to transition national attention back to a focus on sovereignty, treaty 
rights, and natural resources. However, the other critical implication of this saga is 
more troubling; if the Sioux had some of the clearest legal land claims and treaty 
rights, and still the United States failed to uphold its obligations to honor these 
agreements, what does this mean for Native nations going forward?41

For more than a century Native people have been attempting to compel 
the United States to honor their treaties and to respect the rights of tribal self- 
determination. Native nations have relied on treaties as evidence of the U.S. gov-
ernment’s mandate to recognize Indian polities as sovereigns and to uphold their 
international agreements. Native people have primarily not articulated their strug-
gles for land, water, and political rights as their individual rights as U.S. citizens, 
but rather as their collective rights as the people of a specific autonomous Native 
nation. It is worth noting that U.S. treaties with Native nations were made prior to 
the jurisdictional incorporations of these nations into the United States and that 
Native Americans did not receive citizenship from the federal government until 
1924.42 We should also not forget that some Native people completely rejected 
U.S. citizenship and insisted that they could not simply be forced into the United 
States without their consent. As Akwesane Mohawk Charles Benedict argued in 
1941, when he explained the rejection of U.S. citizenship by Mohawk nationals, 
the assumption that the United States could incorporate Native peoples simply 
by passing laws or claiming to have jurisdiction over their territory was absurd. 
Citizenship, he argued “cannot possibly apply to Indians [Iroquois] since they are 
independent Nations. Congress may as well pass a law making Mexicans citizens.”43

Does this mean we need a fundamental change in our conceptions of Native 
nations’ relationships with the federal government, or a foundational shift in how 
Native peoples articulate their rights and claims to the United States? The United 
States decided it would not make any new treaties with Indian nations after 1871, 
and this has created challenges for contemporary Native communities, as they 
are unable to forge new treaties with provisions that could address the critical 
concerns of the modern era, like rights to groundwater, fishing, mining, or other 
implied rights.

Meanwhile, Native Americans, historians, anthropologists, legal scholars, and 
other advocates of Indigenous peoples have been working to figure out how to best 
conceptualize, embody, articulate, and fight for Native peoples’ rights to use and 
control land and resources, to support, identify, and govern their communities, 
as well as how to live in ways that align with their values and world views. Many 
of these discussions about Native communities’ rights to “self- determination” for 
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185their peoples are framed in terms of sovereignty and nation- to- nation relation-
ships. As Joanne Barker and David Nichols argued, sovereignty as we conceptu-
alize it today within the American context can be traced to Westphalian theories 
of the rights and obligations of nation- states, including the concept of treaties and 
legal agreements as instruments that structure international relationships. Treaties, 
therefore, constitute the backbone of U.S. Indian law today.44

However, as many scholars claim, there is a fundamental conflict between rec-
ognizing the rights of Indigenous nations to control and rule their territories and 
people, and acknowledging the rights of colonial empires to override these claims 
and exert jurisdiction and dominion over Native communities and resources. As 
legal scholar Bruce Duthu explains, the U.S. government has had to come up with 
justifications to supplant Indigenous claims because “admitting that Indians had 
equal claims to lands, governance structures and an enduing way of life was simply 
incompatible with this worldview.”45 Duthu, Barker, and many other scholars have 
demonstrated that by constructing narratives and national perceptions of Native 
Americans as primitive, landless, and lawless people, settler- colonial governments 
sought to undermine Indigenous territoriality and nationhood. Furthermore, by 
emphasizing that Native peoples were dying out and losing their essential cultural 
Indigeneity, they constructed Native nations and territories as things of the past 
rather than realities of the present. Brian Klopotek, Jean Dennison, and Audra 
Simpson have critiqued the very process by which the United States formally agrees 
to recognize Native peoples and governments within the colonial system. Again 
pointing to the inherent structure between these overlapping or as Simpson calls 
them “nesting” sovereignties, Klopotek posits that federal recognition is problem-
atic because it “affirms the status of a tribe as an Indigenous nation with inherent 
rights to self- government in its homeland, but simultaneously validates the col-
ony authority of the United States over the nation.”46 Moreover, Kevin Bruyneel, 
Jeff Corntassel, Richard Witmer, Russel Barsh, and James Henderson all maintain 
that the legal categorization of Native polities as “domestic dependent nations” 
has trapped Native Americans within a jurisdictional morass and in a subservi-
ent structure that fundamentally poses challenges to Native peoples’ autonomy.47

These theorizations and interrogations of Native sovereignty are all relevant 
because if the Standing Rock Sioux, with their near perfect legal claims, peaceful 
resistance, and cultural legibility as “authentic” Indians, failed to stop the Dakota 
Access Pipeline, it forces us to consider whether it is time to shift away from cries 
to “honor the treaties” and to move beyond federal frameworks to advocate for 
Indigenous state autonomy. As legal scholar David Wilkins suggests, even within 
the contemporary era of “self- determination” policies for Native Americans, the 
federal government only sees Native polities as “semi- sovereign” entities, and the 
focus is on self- governance rather than land- based territorial sovereignty.48 As 
Robert Williams reasons, throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the 
U.S. Supreme Court’s rulings on Indian rights and laws were deeply grounded in 
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anti- Indian racism and the justices’ perceptions of Native Americans as savage 
and primitive people who did not possess the same rights to self- govern. There-
fore, Williams calls for a shift to using international law precedents, rather than 
these domestic Supreme Court decisions, to ground contemporary arguments for 
tribal rights.49 Alternatively, we might consider engaging in what Audra Simp-
son calls the politics of refusal and simply stop agreeing to be bound by the legal 
and territorial restrictions of the United States. Must we ground the next decades 
of fighting for Native rights in the United Nation’s Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples? Or must we press beyond the language of Indigenous rights, 
which only frames Native peoples in contrast to colonial states and only provides 
for self- governance and cultural and territorial protections rather than full auton-
omy? Or perhaps we should return to the practice of negotiating with multiple 
empires and attempting to construct relationships directly with world powers like 
Spain, France, Britain, Peru, or Mexico and/or use these foreign nations to medi-
ate negotiations among the United States and Indigenous nations.

It is perhaps too soon to assess the full impact of the NoDAPL movement on 
the conversation about sovereignty both among Indigenous communities and 
across North America at large, but what is clear is that this experience has posed 
challenging questions for Native peoples within the borders of the United States 
and that it has opened a new platform for dialogue about Native sovereignty writ 
large with non- Indigenous Americans.

Building on the #NoDAPL Platforms

If the battle over DAPL raises challenges to the theoretical underpinnings and 
structure of our modern legal system, it also has profound practical implications 
in the immediate future for the fight for social justice both within and beyond 
Indigenous America. We can see the impact of Standing Rock and the dialogue 
about Native sovereignty in recent movements for social justice across the nation. 
This discussion of sovereignty is so critical because it is the scaffolding that has 
supported the growth of the NoDAPL movement, which received broad support 
from the American public, into a movement that facilitates the critique of Amer-
ican racism and oppression using Indigenous sovereignty.50

The impact of this is perhaps most profound in U.S. debates about immigration 
and migration across North America. In late January 2017, U.S. president Don-
ald Trump unveiled an executive order banning immigrants and refugees from 
seven majority Muslim countries.51 In response to this policy, Indigenous orga-
nizers led by Lakota scholar and activist Nick Estes and Diné (Navajo) activist 
and scholar Melanie K. Yazzie organized demonstrations in solidarity with immi-
grant and Muslim communities within the United States and rallied around the 
slogan #NoBanOnStolenLand.52 This slogan beautifully and succinctly critiques 
the legality and moral grounding of the Trump administration’s efforts to deny 
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187entry to immigrants based on religious affiliation or national origins. Effectively, 
by reminding Americans that this land was not always America’s and that the 
United States’ very claims to this territory are illegal, Native activists weaponized 
the historical legacy of colonization and the contemporary sovereignty of Native 
American nations to challenge modern xenophobia.

Native nations have long fought state attempts to exert control over immigra-
tion on their territories.53 For example, in early 2017 as Trump promised to build 
his border wall, the vice chairman of the Tohono O’odham Nation again challenged 
federal attempts to enforce this colonial border. The Tohono O’odham have terri-
tory, community, and families that stretch across the U.S. – Mexico border, and they 
have controlled and lived on these lands long before the United States created a 
border across them. Therefore Vice Chairman Verlon Jose lashed back at this prop-
osition and announced that “only over my dead body will a wall be built” through 
Tohono O’odham lands.54 Jose’s statement was picked up by national media and 
celebrated by immigrants and American- born citizens alike. This critique of fed-
eral policy using Indigenous sovereignty again demonstrates the power of these 
narratives in challenging the normalization of imperial borders and exclusionary 
settler- colonial policies.

In the late summer and early fall of 2017, Native peoples again gained public 
attention as they weighed in on the national conversation about public monuments 
and memory. Although the debate over whether cities should remove public mon-
uments to the confederacy has gone on for years, in summer 2017 the tenor of this 
argument escalated, as white supremacists held a rally in downtown Charlottes-
ville, Virginia, where they terrorized students and local residents and killed one 
demonstrator. Indigenous activists drew on this conversation to raise awareness 
about the Trump administration’s lobby to downsize several national monuments 
that are sacred to Native Americans, including Bears Ears National Monument. 
Following on the heels of the Standing Rock fight, in the spring of 2017 President 
Trump called for the review of national monuments that are greater than one hun-
dred thousand acres in size and that were designated monuments after 1995. This 
order targeted protected wildernesses and the ancestral and sacred sites of Hopi, 
Navajo, Ute, Mountain Ute, Zuni, and other Native nations. This order sought to 
strip these areas of federal protections and expose their natural resources (includ-
ing coal and timber) to corporate and private development. As critics of the efforts 
to keep confederate statues in public spaces argued, by choosing to protect monu-
ments to confederate secessionists who fought to preserve slavery, while rallying 
for the removal of monuments that are sacred to Native people, local and national 
government officials illustrate that their fight over these monuments is about sup-
porting white supremacy and settler colonialism, rather than a pure commitment 
to preserving the heritage of all Americans.55

Similarly, activists have used Indigenous histories to critique commemorations 
and celebrations of the colonization of North America. In August 2017, Indigenous 
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activists in Santa Fe organized a demonstration at the annual festival celebrating 
the Spanish Entrada into New Mexico. They argued that the festivities celebrated 
the genocide of Pueblo people and demanded that the city “abolish the entrada.”56 
Likewise, in New York in September 2017, the grassroots organization Decolonize 
This Place organized their second mass demonstration at the American Museum 
of Natural History on Indigenous Peoples’ Day (Columbus Day) in New York City. 
The Decolonize This Place collective has asked that the museum take down the 
statue of Theodore Roosevelt that sits outside the museum and portrays President 
Roosevelt riding on horseback while flanked by a standing African man and a 
Native American man in a headdress. These activists have also demanded that the 
city end the celebration of Christopher Columbus and that the museum alter its 
exhibits of African and Indigenous peoples, which present these cultures as prim-
itive and portray Native Americans as existing solely in the historical past.57 Much 
like the movement in Philadelphia to defund Wells Fargo, the Tohono O’odham 
opposition to the border wall, and the #NoBanOnStolenLand demonstrations, the 
Columbus/Indigenous Peoples’ Day demonstrations at the American Museum of 
Natural History demonstrate how intersectional this movement has become and 
highlight the ways that Indigenous sovereignty and Indigenous visibility enable 
forceful critiques of contemporary policy and national mythmaking.58

A Beginning

The closest historical event we can use to draw conclusions about the potential 
outcomes of the DAPL fight is the fallout of AIM’s stand- off at Wounded Knee 
in 1973. When AIM took over Wounded Knee, its goals included the removal of 
tribal president Dick Wilson and of the Bureau of Indian Affairs’ (BIA) influence 
in tribal politics, a full investigation into the murder of Wesley Bad Heart Bull (this 
killing prompted AIM to come to Pine Ridge Reservation) and into the ongoing 
violence against Lakota people both on and off reservation, the honoring of the 
1868 Fort Laramie Treaty by the federal government, and a meeting with the lead-
ers of AIM to discuss the United States’ treaty obligations.59

Although AIM held Wounded Knee for seventy- one days and captured the 
attention of the nation, it largely failed to achieve these goals. Violence between the 
supporters of the BIA who supported the Wilson government and his opponents 
continued on Pine Ridge Reservation; furthermore the FBI led a brutal campaign 
to dismantle AIM and imprison its leaders, including Leonard Peltier, who sits in 
prison to this day. AIM’s demands were followed by a resolution from the Lakota 
Treaty Council of Pine Ridge that demanded a return to the 1868 treaty and a clear 
rejection of the Indian Reorganization Act, Indian Citizenship Act, and all other 
legislation passed by Congress since 1868, yet Congress remained unmoved to 
take action on these treaty obligations.60

Historians have frequently focused on the failure of Wounded Knee to achieve 
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189immediate change. Beyond the tragic conclusion of the Wounded Knee occupa-
tion, over the next two decades AIM’s actions had massive impacts for Native 
Americans at large. In 1975 Dick Wilson was replaced as a tribal president and, 
in the same year, Congress passed the Indian Self- Determination and Educational 
Assistance Act that gave tribes the right to administer federal assistance programs 
rather than the federal government and increased the autonomy of tribal govern-
ments. In 1976 Congress passed the Indian Health Care Improvement Act, which 
gave tribes the right to manage Indian Health Service programs. In 1978 the Indian 
Child Welfare Act and the American Indian Religious Freedom Act acknowledged 
the rights of Native people to keep adopted children within Native communities 
and observe their spiritual beliefs. Equally as important, the 1970s marked the 
end of the termination era of Indian policy, which sought to extinguish Native 
nations’ status as sovereign polities and facilitate political and cultural assimila-
tion of Native peoples in the United States.61

AIM’s occupation of Wounded Knee marked a turning point. It forced the fed-
eral government to take action to reform some of the laws that governed Native 
people and to acknowledge that Native nations refused to be terminated, ignored, 
or subjected to racial violence. Furthermore, it brought modern Native people into 
the homes of non- Indigenous Americans via television reports, radio broadcasts, 
and newspaper columns and garnered international visibility. We are in a corollary 
moment now, but with the advantage of a much larger, more diverse movement 
comprised of 360 allied Indigenous nations and hundreds of thousands of non- 
Native allies, and a social media platform that reaches across continents.

The possibility then exists that this intersectional movement, guided by these 
flourishing conversations about Native sovereignty, and with national attention via 
social media, will catalyze a forthcoming era of policy reform and/or grassroots 
networks that will be able to better protect Native communities and territories in 
ways that the U.S. legal system has thus far failed to do. As we consider the legacy 
and outcomes of the NoDAPL movement, it is perhaps better to conceive of this 
movement not as at its conclusion but as at its beginning.
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COUNTERTERRORISM TACTICS AT STANDING ROCK

Alleen Brown, Will Parrish, and Alice Speri

This report was originally published in The Intercept on May 27, 2017.

A shadowy international mercenary and security firm known as TigerSwan tar-
geted the movement opposed to the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) with military- 
style counterterrorism measures, collaborating closely with police in at least five 
states, according to internal documents obtained by The Intercept. The documents 
provide the first detailed picture of how TigerSwan, which originated as a U.S. mil-
itary and State Department contractor helping to execute the global war on terror, 
worked at the behest of its client Energy Transfer Partners, the company building 
DAPL, to respond to the Indigenous- led movement that sought to stop the project.

Internal TigerSwan communications describe the movement as “an ideologi-
cally driven insurgency with a strong religious component” and compare the anti-
pipeline Water Protectors to jihadist fighters. One report, dated February 27, 2017, 
states that since the movement “generally followed the jihadist insurgency model 
while active, we can expect the individuals who fought for and supported it to fol-
low a post- insurgency model after its collapse.” Drawing comparisons with post- 
Soviet Afghanistan, the report warns, “While we can expect to see the continued 
spread of the anti- DAPL diaspora  . . .  aggressive intelligence preparation of the 
battlefield and active coordination between intelligence and security elements are 
now a proven method of defeating pipeline insurgencies.”

More than one hundred internal documents leaked to The Intercept by a Tiger-
Swan contractor, as well as a set of more than one thousand documents obtained 
via public records requests, reveal that TigerSwan spearheaded a multifaceted 
private security operation characterized by sweeping and invasive surveillance 
of protesters.

As policing continues to be militarized and state legislatures around the coun-
try pass laws criminalizing protest, the fact that a private security firm retained 
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199by a Fortune 500 oil and gas company coordinated its efforts with local, state, 
and federal law enforcement to undermine the protest movement has profoundly 
antidemocratic implications. The leaked materials not only highlight TigerSwan’s 
militaristic approach to protecting its client’s interests but also the company’s 
profit- driven imperative to portray the nonviolent Water Protector movement as 
unpredictable and menacing enough to justify the continued need for extraordi-
nary security measures. Energy Transfer Partners has continued to retain Tiger-
Swan long after most of the antipipeline campers left North Dakota, and the most 
recent TigerSwan reports emphasize the threat of growing activism around other 
pipeline projects across the country.

The leaked documents include situation reports prepared by TigerSwan oper-
atives in North Dakota, South Dakota, Iowa, Illinois, and Texas between Septem-
ber 2016 and May 2017, and delivered to Energy Transfer Partners. They offer a 
daily snapshot of the security firm’s activities, including detailed summaries of the 
previous day’s surveillance targeting pipeline opponents, intelligence on upcom-
ing protests, and information harvested from social media. The documents also 
provide extensive evidence of aerial surveillance and radio eavesdropping, as well 
as infiltration of camps and activist circles.

A screenshot taken from one of the “daily intelligence updates” developed by TigerSwan that were 

shared with members of law enforcement. Photograph of PowerPoint screen grab.
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TigerSwan did not respond to a request for comment. Energy Transfer Part-
ners declined to comment, telling The Intercept in an email that it does not “dis-
cuss details of our security efforts.”

Additional documents, obtained via public records requests, consist of com-
munications among agents from the FBI, the Department of Homeland Security, 
the U.S. Justice Department, the U.S. Marshals Service, and the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs (BIA), as well as state and local police. The “Intel Group,” as its members 
refer to it, closely monitored anti– Dakota Access protests in real time, scooped up 
information on the Water Protectors from social media, and shared intelligence.

Included among the documents obtained via public records requests were 
“daily intelligence updates” developed by TigerSwan that were shared with law 
enforcement officers, thus contributing to a broad public– private intelligence drag-
net. In the internal situation reports, TigerSwan operatives comment frequently 
about their routine coordination and intelligence sharing with law enforcement. 
The intel group went so far as to use a live video feed from a private Dakota 
Access security helicopter to monitor protesters’ movements. In one report, Tiger-
Swan discusses meeting with investigators from North Dakota’s Attorney Gener-
al’s Office.

North Dakota’s Attorney General’s Office declined to comment.
TigerSwan’s internal reports and the intelligence briefings shared with law 

enforcement name dozens of DAPL opponents. Some of those named are well- 
known activists, while others have minimal public affiliation with the Water Protec-
tor movement. The reports’ authors often comment on camp dynamics, including 
protester morale and infighting, and speculate about violent or illegal actions spe-
cific individuals might take and weapons they might carry. The documents reveal 
the existence of a “persons of interest” list as well as other databases that included 
identifying information such as photographs and license plate numbers.

The situation reports also suggest that TigerSwan attempted a counterinfor-
mation campaign by creating and distributing content critical of the protests on 
social media.

The Intercept is publishing a first set of TigerSwan’s situation reports from Sep-
tember 2016, which describe the company’s initial operations. We are also pub-
lishing two additional situation reports dated October 16 and November 5, along 
with PowerPoint presentations shared with law enforcement that correspond to 
the same dates. The names of private individuals whose actions are not already in 
the public record, or whose authorization we did not obtain, have been redacted 
to protect their privacy. The Intercept will publish the remaining situation reports 
in the coming weeks.

In addition, The Intercept is publishing a selection of communications, obtained 
by public records requests, detailing coordination between a wide range of local, 
state, and federal agencies, which confirm that the FBI participated in core Dakota 
Access– related law enforcement operations starting soon after protests began last 
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record, that detail TigerSwan’s role spearheading Energy Transfer Partner’s mul-
tipronged security operation.

The FBI did not respond to a request for comment.

A Public– Private Partnership

Beginning in April of 2016, Indigenous activists calling themselves Water Protec-
tors and their allies spent months attempting to block construction of the 1,172- 
mile Dakota Access Pipeline, which runs near the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation 
in North Dakota and traverses three other states. DAPL opponents were met with 
a heavily militarized police apparatus including local and out- of- state police and 
sheriff ’s deputies, as well as BIA police and National Guard troops. The police 
became notorious for their use of so- called less- than- lethal weapons against dem-
onstrators, including rubber bullets, bean bag pellets, long range acoustic devices 
(LRADs), and water cannons.

But it was the brutality of private security officers that first provoked wide-
spread outrage concerning the pipeline project. On Labor Day weekend of 2016, 
Democracy Now! captured footage of pipeline security guards attacking peaceful 
protesters with dogs.

In the aftermath of that incident, Energy Transfer Partners turned to Tiger-
Swan— a company with a deep background in counterterrorism operations— to 
oversee the work of the other security companies contracted to protect the pipeline. 
Other security firms working along the pipeline included Silverton, Russell Group 
of Texas, 10 Code LLC, Per Mar, SRC, OnPoint, and Leighton, documents show.

Based in Apex, North Carolina, TigerSwan was created by retired Army Col. 
James Reese during the height of the war in Iraq. Reese, a former commander in 
the elite army special operations unit known as Delta, entered into the exploding 
private security and intelligence industry hoping to compete with Blackwater, then 
the most successful of the private military companies supporting U.S. war efforts 
in the Middle East and Afghanistan. TigerSwan has an estimated 350 employ-
ees and maintains offices in Iraq, Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, India, Latin 
America, and Japan.

Records from the North Dakota Private Investigation and Security Board show 
that TigerSwan has operated without a license in North Dakota for the entirety 
of the pipeline security operation, claiming in a communication with the board, 
“We are doing management and IT consulting for our client and doing no security 
work.” In September, the licensing board learned about the company’s position as 
a Dakota Access contractor and wrote a letter to its North Carolina headquarters 
requesting that it submit a license application.

TigerSwan then did so, but the board denied the application on December 19. 
After James Reese wrote a letter objecting to the decision, the security board’s 



202

A
LLEEN

 B
R

O
W

N
, W

ILL PA
R

R
IS

H
, A

N
D

 A
LIC

E S
P

ER
I

executive director responded on January 10 that “one reason for the denial con-
cerns your failure to respond to the Board’s request for information as to Tiger-
Swan’s and James Reese’s activities within the State of North Dakota.” Neither 
TigerSwan nor the board responded to questions regarding the current status of 
the company’s license.

The leaked situation reports indicate that during the company’s first weeks 
working on the pipeline, TigerSwan operatives met with law enforcement in Iowa 
and North Dakota, including Sheriff Dean Danzeisen of Mercer County, North 
Dakota, who “agreed to sharing of information.” (In the report, TigerSwan mis-
spells the sheriff ’s name as “Denzinger.”) By September 13, the documents indi-
cate, TigerSwan had placed a liaison inside the law enforcement “joint operation 
command” in North Dakota. The fusion of public and private intelligence opera-
tions targeting Water Protectors was underway.

One of TigerSwan’s lines of communication with law enforcement was via 
intelligence briefings that echo the company’s internal situation reports. The brief-
ings obtained by The Intercept were sent by TigerSwan’s deputy security director 
Al Ornoski to a variety of recipients, including the Gmail account of Sheriff Dan-
zeisen. Morton County Sheriff Kyle Kirchmeier, who was regularly involved in 
policing the protests, also received at least one of the TigerSwan briefings.

Danzeisen did not respond to a request for comment. A spokesperson for the 
Morton County Sheriff ’s Department wrote in an email to The Intercept that the 
department “did maintain communication with TigerSwan security in order to 
understand when and where DAPL construction activities were taking place. This 
gave law enforcement situational awareness in order to monitor and respond to 
illegal protest activity.”

TigerSwan also aided prosecutors in building cases against pipeline opponents. 
According to an October 16 document obtained via a records request, the security 
team’s responsibilities included collecting “information of an evidentiary level” 
that would ultimately “aid in prosecution” of protesters.

A leaked report dated September 14, 2016, indicates that TigerSwan met with 
the North Dakota Bureau of Criminal Investigation “regarding video and still 
photo evidence collected for prosecution.” The same document describes plans 
to “continue building Person of Interest (POI) folders and coordination with [law 
enforcement] intelligence.” TigerSwan’s situation reports also describe conversa-
tions between the company’s operatives and FBI agents on at least four occasions.

Activists on the ground were tracked by a Dakota Access helicopter that pro-
vided live video coverage to their observers in police agencies, according to an 
October 12 email thread that included officers from the FBI, DHS, BIA, state, 
and local police. In one email, National Security Intelligence Specialist Terry Van 
Horn of the U.S. Attorney’s Office acknowledged his direct access to the helicop-
ter video feed, which was tracking protesters’ movements during a demonstration. 
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203“Watching a live feed from DAPL Helicopter, pending arrival at site(s),” he wrote. 
Cecily Fong, a spokesperson for law enforcement throughout the protests, acknowl-
edged that an operations center in Bismarck had access to the feed, stating in an 
email to The Intercept that “the video was provided as a courtesy so we had eyes 
on the situation.”

Asked about the intel group, Fong replied, “The Intelligence Group was formed 
from virtually the beginning. It involved personnel from our [State and Local Intel-
ligence Center], the BIA, FBI, and Justice” consisting of “around 7 people who 
monitored social media in particular, in this case, because that was the medium 
most if not all of the protestors were using.”

“I’m honored that they felt that we were a big enough threat to go to this level 
of intervention,” Ed Fallon, an activist mentioned several times in the TigerSwan 
documents, told The Intercept.

As the Water Protector movement expanded from North Dakota to other 
states, so did the surveillance. A report dated March 29, for instance, points to a 
meeting between TigerSwan and “the Des Moines Field Office of the FBI, with 
the Omaha and Sioux Falls offices joining by conference call. Also in attendance 
were representatives of the Joint Terrorism Task Force, Department of Homeland 
Security, Iowa Department of Emergency Services, Iowa Department of Homeland 
Security and Iowa Department of Wildlife. Topics covered included the current 
threat assessment of the pipeline, the layout of current security assets and persons 
of interest. The FBI seemed were [sic] very receptive to the information presented 
to them, and follow- up meetings with individuals will be scheduled soon.”

TigerSwan’s relationship with public police agencies was not always harmo-
nious. The situation reports describe TigerSwan’s frustration with the amount of 
leeway some law enforcement gave protesters in Iowa and the company’s efforts 
to convince officers to use more punitive tactics.

In a situation report dated October 16, TigerSwan applauds a recent increase 
in bail in Lee County, Iowa, calling it “significant because this may impede pro-
testors from risking arrest due to the high cost to be released from bail.” The doc-
ument contrasts that county’s tactics to those used by others. “Calhoun, Boone 
and Webster county law enforcement are not supportive of DAPL Security’s mis-
sion,” the report says, noting those agencies’ “reluctance to arrest or cite trespass-
ing individuals.”

“We need to work closer with Calhoun, Boone, and Webster county [law 
enforcement] to ensure future protestors will at least be fined, if not arrested,” the 
analyst notes. “Alternatively, we could request Lee County LE speak to other coun-
ties about tactics that are working.”

Contacted for comment, recently elected Lee County Sheriff Stacy Weber said 
he hadn’t discussed TigerSwan with the previous sheriff. “As far as I knew, the pro-
test stuff was over with, and we haven’t had any protests since,” he said. In fact, 
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Weber hadn’t heard of the company until earlier that week, when a TigerSwan 
program manager named Don Felt stopped by the office. “He dropped his card 
off and said he wanted to say hello,” Weber said.

Find, Fix, Eliminate

TigerSwan’s internal files describe its utilization of aerial surveillance, including 
use of helicopters and drones to photograph and monitor the pipeline opponents. 
The September 12 situation report notes that an operation by construction work-
ers was “over- watched by a predator on loan to the JEJOC from Oklahoma.” The 
TigerSwan contractor who provided The Intercept with the situation reports said 
he did not believe the company ever operated a predator drone, but metadata in 
images he shared pointed to a camera used by a commercially available Phantom 4 
drone. One of the daily intelligence updates notes plans to obtain night- vision gog-
gles, LRADs, body armor, and FLIR (forward looking infrared) cameras.

The reports also reveal a widespread and sustained campaign of infiltration 
of protest camps and activist circles. Throughout the leaked documents, Tiger-
Swan makes reference to its intelligence- gathering teams, which infiltrated protest 
camps and activist groups in various states. TigerSwan agents using false names 
and identities regularly sought to obtain the trust of protesters, which they used to 
gather information they reported back to their employer, according to the Tiger-
Swan contractor.

An image on the homepage of the TigerSwan website headlined “Security & Safety: Vulnerability Manage-

ment.” Photograph from TigerSwan.com.
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who were overseen by TigerSwan, attending protests in Iowa. Silverton did not 
respond to a request for comment.

Covert operations are implicit in many of the other situation reports, which 
are filled with details that only individuals with close and consistent access to the 
protesters’ communities could have gathered. On a few occasions, however, the 
reports make that presence more explicit, for instance by referring to “sources in 
the camp.”

For example, the November 5 situation report describes the “exploitation of 
documents found at Camp 1.” Apparently, they didn’t contain much revealing 
material. “Of most concern,” the situation report says, “were the ‘Earth First’ mag-
azines found on the camp. These magazines promote and provide TTP’s [tactics, 
techniques, and procedures] for violent activity.”

In an October 3 report, TigerSwan discusses how to use its knowledge of inter-
nal camp dynamics: “Exploitation of ongoing native versus non- native rifts, and 
tribal rifts between peaceful and violent elements is critical in our effort to dele-
gitimize the anti- DAPL movement.” On February 19, TigerSwan makes explicit 
its plans to infiltrate a Chicago protest group. “TigerSwan collections team will 
make contact with event organizers to embed within the structure of the demon-
stration to develop a trusted agent status to be cultivated for future collection 
efforts,” the report notes, later repeating its intent to “covertly make contact with 
event organizers.”

“At every action I went to, they had their own people walking around with a 
video camera getting in people’s faces,” Ian Souter, a protester who was described 
as a “person of interest” in a TigerSwan report, told The Intercept.

Perhaps one of the most striking revelations of the documents is the level of 
hostility displayed by TigerSwan toward the Water Protectors. TigerSwan consis-
tently describes the peaceful demonstrators using military and tactical language 
more appropriate for counterterrorism operations in an armed conflict zone. At 
times, the military language verges on parody, as when agents write of protesters 
“stockpiling signs” or when they discuss the “caliber” of paintball pellets. More 
often, however, the way TigerSwan discusses protesters as “terrorists,” their direct 
actions as “attacks,” and the camps as a “battlefield” reveals how the protesters’ dis-
sent was not only criminalized but treated as a national security threat. A March 1 
report states that protesters’ “operational weakness allows TS elements to further 
develop and dictate the battlespace.”

In one internal report dated May 4, a TigerSwan operative describes an effort 
to amass digital and ground intelligence that would allow the company to “find, 
fix, and eliminate” threats to the pipeline— an eerie echo of “find, fix, finish,” a mil-
itary term used by special forces in the U.S. government’s assassination campaign 
against terrorist targets.

TigerSwan pays particular attention to protesters of Middle Eastern descent. 
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A September 22 situation report argues that “the presence of additional Palestin-
ians in the camp, and the movement’s involvement with Islamic individuals is a 
dynamic that requires further examination.” The report acknowledges that “cur-
rently there is no information to suggest terrorist type tactics or operations,” but 
nonetheless warns that “with the current limitation on information flow out of 
the camp, it cannot be ruled out.”

Haithem El- Zabri, a Palestinian- American activist singled out in the reports, 
was shocked to hear his name mentioned in that context. “As indigenous people, 
Palestinians stand in solidarity with other indigenous people and their right to 
land, water, and sovereignty,” he told The Intercept. “To insinuate that our assumed 
faith is a red flag for terrorist tactics is another example of willful ignorance and 
the establishment’s continued attempts to criminalize nonviolent protest and jus-
tify violence against it.”

Such ethnic and religious profiling of protesters was not unusual. An Octo-
ber 12 email thread shared among members of the intel group provides a striking 
example of how TigerSwan was able to cast suspicion on specific individuals and 
communicate it to law enforcement officials. Cass County Sheriff ’s Deputy Tonya 
Jahner emailed several other officers, including two FBI agents, with an overview of 
information provided by “company intel.” The information pertained to a woman 
whom Jahner labeled as a “strong Shia Islamic” with a “strong female Shia follow-
ing.” The woman had “made several trips overseas,” Jahner wrote.

TigerSwan agents also regularly tracked individuals’ movements across state 
lines.

On November 4, according to one of TigerSwan’s internal documents, a white 
SUV pulled up to a pipeline valve site in South Dakota. Approached by a security 
guard, the driver introduced himself as Gary Tomlin and informed the official that 
he was a freelance reporter covering the pipeline. In an interview, sixty- three- year- 
old Tomlin, who covers the local school board for the Galesburg, Illinois, Register- 
Mail, said he had set out to travel the length of the pipeline and write a story about 
it as a freelancer. “I had time and the ability to do it, and I thought, well, I’ll go 
look at that sucker,” he said.

A situation report from that day notes, “This is the same individual identi-
fied in the SITREP a few days ago in Illinois and Iowa.” The security company, 
OnPoint, quickly contacted TigerSwan Intel “for an assessment of Gary Tomlin” 
and notified the guard in the next “sector” that Tomlin was on his way. “Movement 
of Spread Team 6 was conducted so as to intercept and/or observe Gary Tomlin’s 
movement throughout the South Dakota Sector,” the document states. “It is my 
belief,” the analyst adds, “that Gary Tomlin is hiding his true intentions and that 
he has a plethora of information to provide to the protesters. It is estimated that 
he will arrive in North Dakota on the evening of the 4th or morning of the 5th.”

Tomlin laughed at the notion that he was working with protesters. When he 
arrived at the camps in North Dakota, few people would talk openly with him. 
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207“They were highly aware of infiltrators,” he said. “I fit the profile of those security 
people— I’m a white old man.”

Cody Hall, a prominent native activist whose movements are tracked closely 
in the TigerSwan reports, told The Intercept he knew he was being followed when-
ever he left the camp.

“It was obvious, they were driving in trucks, SUVs, they would be right behind 
me, right next to me  . . .  it was like, damn, man, it’s like you’re getting an escort,” 
he said. “That was always the scary thing: How did they know that I was coming?”

Robert Rice hosted a series of videos critical of the pipeline protest movement 
without disclosing that he was working for TigerSwan. The videos, which were 
posted on two Facebook pages, were taken down after The Intercept reached out 
to the firm for comment.

Social Engagement Plan

A document dated October 16, obtained via a public records request, lays out the 
mission of the TigerSwan- led security team working in North Dakota. In addi-
tion to protecting the pipeline workers, machinery, and construction material, 
the company was also expected to “protect the reputation of DAPL.” The pub-
lic relations mission quickly became a priority for the firm, documents show. 
As a leaked situation report from early September puts it, success would require 
“strategic messaging from the client that drives the message that we are the good 
guys, tell the real story and address the negative messaging with good counter 
messaging.”

On numerous occasions, TigerSwan agents stressed the need to change the 
public narrative established by protestors and to swing public support in favor 
of the pipeline. As accounts of protest repression garnered nationwide support 
for the NoDAPL movement, the firm’s agents painstakingly collected and ana-
lyzed media coverage, warning their client about how certain incidents might be 
received by the public.

“This article is only in the Huffington post, but the expansion of the tribe’s nar-
rative outside of the Native American community media outlets is of concern,” an 
October 3 report notes. TigerSwan agents regularly describe protesters’ accounts 
of events as “propaganda.”

But TigerSwan personnel did not limit themselves to monitoring the narrative— 
they also tried to change it.

In a report dated September 7, TigerSwan agents discuss the need for a “Social 
Engagement Plan.” On September 22, they discuss the development of an infor-
mation operations campaign run by the company’s North Carolina– based intel 
team and Robert Rice, who without disclosing his TigerSwan affiliation posed as 
“Allen Rice” in a series of amateurish videos in which he provided commentary 
critical of the protests. The videos, posted on the Facebook pages “Defend Iowa” 
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and “Netizens for Progress and Justice,” were removed after The Intercept contacted 
TigerSwan, Rice, and the pages’ administrators for comment. None responded.

With the Dakota Access Pipeline construction nearing completion, TigerSwan 
might have found itself out of a lucrative contract. But in the months leading up 
to the first oil delivery through the pipeline, the company made sure to stress the 
continued need for security.

“Everyone must be concerned of the lone wolf,” a TigerSwan operative wrote 
in a March 7 report. “Should we slip from that conscience, we may all be amiss. I 
cannot afford this in my duties, nor will We/I allow or accept this. I cannot thank 
everyone enough for their support during this entire process, However, the move-
ment continues, and We/I will not stop. That’s not in my vocabulary. We will 
always over- watch as the protectors what is in the best interest for ETP, as we are 
the guardians.”

In recent weeks, the company’s role has expanded to include the surveillance 
of activist networks marginally related to the pipeline, with TigerSwan agents 
monitoring “anti- Trump” protests from Chicago to Washington, D.C., as well as 
warning its client of growing dissent around other pipelines across the country.

In a March 24 report discussing the likely revival of protests as summer 
approaches, TigerSwan writes, “Much like Afghanistan and Iraq, the ‘Fighting 
Season’ will soon be here with the coming warming temperatures.”



IV.
ENVIRONMENTAL COLONIZATION

 “We Are Watching.” Photograph by Michelle Latimer.
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HEAL THE PEOPLE, HEAL THE LAND
AN INTERVIEW WITH FREDA HUSON

Anne Spice

There are front lines everywhere. Standing Rock wasn’t the first Indigenous stand 
against pipelines, and it won’t be the last. As popular attention focused on the 
fight of the Oceti Sakowin to protect their territory from the threats posed by the 
Dakota Access Pipeline, across the colonial border to the north the Unist’ot’en clan 
continued to assert a quiet presence on their unceded Wet’suwet’en territory. The 
Unist’ot’en encampment was established seven years ago, when Freda Huson moved 
onto her people’s land full time and began to build a permanent home. Since then, 
the Unist’ot’en clan and supporters from across the world have prevented the con-
struction of numerous potential and proposed oil and gas pipelines. All visitors 
must go through a free, prior, and informed consent protocol before entering the 
territory, in accordance with the U.N. Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples and Wet’suwet’en Indigenous law. With this protocol, the Unist’ot’en peo-
ple insist on their rights to their territory and refuse the incursions of the petro-
leum industry and the settler state. As supporters are frequently told: “This is not 
Canada, it is not British Columbia, it is unceded Wet’suwet’en territory.” In this 
interview, Freda Huson outlines the history of the Unist’ot’en resistance to pipeline 
construction and settler- state violence and the encampment’s role in promoting 
Indigenous resurgence through land- based cultural practice and intergenerational 
healing. She explains the connections between Unist’ot’en camp and the #NoDAPL 
movement, placing Standing Rock in a broader context of Indigenous resurgence 
and frontline land defense.

Anne Spice: So I wanted to start, since we’re sitting here in the cabin that you built 
on your people’s territory, asking you to introduce yourself, and then just tell me 
a little bit about your people’s relation to this territory, as far back in history as 
you want to go.
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Freda Huson: I’m Freda Huson, Unist’ot’en1 spokesperson, appointed by my clan 
chiefs, specifically Unist’ot’en chiefs, and the territory we are on is connected to the 
name Noostel,2 which is one of the chief names of the Unist’ot’en and my current 
chief Kneadebeas used to hold that name Noostel but he is now Kneadebeas. Noos-
tel is just sitting in waiting for the next person to come up and hold up that name.

AS: How and why did you decide to return to live on the yintah [territory]? What 
was the process that brought you back here?

FH: In 2009 an exploration company was trying to explore our other territory for 
minerals because they wanted to mine it. They’d already been one week in there, 
and they’d cleared the road and it was in spring when it should’ve been snowed in. 
We were going to check on our cabin and came upon a road that was plowed, so 
when we drove all the way in we blocked the road, because I knew that whoever 
was in there had to come out. It was late at night by the time we got there, so we 
parked the truck on the road and walked into our cabin and, sure enough, eight 
o’ clock in the morning there was a honk on the road so I went out and met the 
worker there, and they were from one of the exploration companies in Smithers 
[B.C.]. I asked what they were doing there, [and told them] that they didn’t have 
consent or permission to be there, and I said whoever employed you, you need 
to go back and tell them that the territory holders were here and said you don’t 
have permission to be here. So he said he was going to pass the message on; we 
let them go back out and he said, “oh, but there’s people already setting up camp 



A
N

 IN
TER

V
IE

W
 W

ITH
 FR

ED
A

 H
U

S
O

N
213back there,” and I said, “ok, you go ahead, we’ll go see them ourselves.” We went 

in further to check up on what they were doing and they already had about six 
wall tents set up, and they had a washer and dryer, like a laundry room, shower 
room already set up, and the guy was clearing the land, they were making a road 
and it was all mucky and gross. We walked in there and stopped them and then 
had a chat, reiterated the same message to them: “you don’t have our consent, you 
don’t have any permission to be here.” So at that point I told the workers that were 
there, “you have Friday till twelve noon to get everything that you have up here 
off our territory. If you don’t have it off of here, everything that’s here, according 
to our law, belongs to us.”

I was planning on spending a weekend out there, and I ended up going straight 
back to my home community and sent a message to my chiefs that there was an 
exploration company and they were trying to do exploration, and so the chiefs all 
loaded up and said, “we’re going out there to check, ourselves.” And so my whole 
family went out there and they reinforced the message I gave, and they looked at 
everything and said, “oh I like this big tent, this one’s going to be mine if you don’t 
get it out of here.” They were saying stuff like that, and then they explained to them 
that they don’t have consent. Then the chiefs said the same thing: that you have till 
twelve noon to get all this off of here or this is going to belong to us. I had to go 
back to work, so we came back out Thursday night and spent the night out here. 
Smogelgem3 and Hank and Hanky Boy, the three of them stayed out here for that 
whole week after we kicked them out to make sure they didn’t come back in, and 
they lit a fire and camped out at the end of the road, and they felled down a bunch 
of trees all the way down the 42 [logging] road coming into Poplar Lake, and then 
they felled more trees on the way. They’d camped out on the road there to make 
sure nobody came, and when we came we removed the trees so that they could 
come out. And sure enough by twelve noon they were coming out.

So then we pulled away from [the office of the Wet’suwet’en] and started going 
independent and started dealing with industry and government on our own.4 
And that’s when we found out that there were four proposed pipelines that were 
proposed for this territory. We found out that the GPS route was right where this 
cabin sits now, so that is why we chose to put this cabin right here. That happened 
in 2010, I believe. We started the construction of this [cabin] and what had hap-
pened was Smogelgem had secured a big grant in order to build five clan cabins 
when he was working at the office of the Wet’suwet’en so, this is one of the clan 
cabins and my uncle chose this location, so we put it right in the way of the GPS 
route of the pipeline’s proposed route. And some supporters actually slept on the 
floor here, and there were twelve people crowded in here, and they said, “wow this 
place looks too small.” That’s where the bunkhouse came into being, they raised 
fifty grand and that following spring we had about fifty people show up here and 
put up that building in three weeks.
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AS: And your chiefs asked you to stay on the territory?

FH: Actually, no, the reason that pushed me to move out here is, while we were 
burying my brother, the pipeline company came in with drill equipment to do test 
drilling. They already flew all the equipment to on the Shay road, about thirty kilo-
meters up the road [from the camp]. So they already had flew in that equipment 
and one of the drill workers phoned one of our other Wet’suwet’en chiefs because 
he didn’t like the way that drill company was talking about the Indigenous people— 
they were making fun of us and calling us down. He was upset about how they 
were talking about us so he phoned one of the chiefs and said that they got a call 
five times that said that “you need to go in now, you need to go in now.” We were 
at my brother’s wake, when we got that call. Because my brother passed away from 
cancer and they knew we were busy, they had some inside help telling them that 
we were busy. We got that call and then he showed up at the wake to talk to my 
chief and told him about that. I was at the wake too, so they called me over and 
told me what was going on. I told him “you want me to call Smogelgem down?” He 
said “yeah,” so I phoned Smogelgem at my place and told him that the drill com-
pany’s trying to go in, so my chiefs that are here told you to come down. Smogel-
gem offered to come out here and said, “even though Gordie’s my good buddy, I’ll 
miss the funeral and go out there. And I’ll just find somebody to come with me.”

So that was about ten o’clock at night, and by midnight he convinced Hank to 
come with him and my cousin Hanky Boy. Same three again that were at Pop-
lar, that were the key people that blocked the road. They did the same over here, 
they parked on the bridge and waited there and sure enough, at five in the morn-
ing they showed up. Well they [Smogelgem, Hank, and Hanky Boy] had to drive 
from our home community, which is two hours, they got here two in the morn-
ing; they just sat in the truck and while they were waiting, loggers were telling 
them, “they’re coming at this many kilometers, there’s equipment already way up 
here at this many kilometers,” so the loggers were actually helping us. That’s why 
we don’t try to block out the loggers, because they were in support of us blocking 
out the pipelines. And they helped us find out where everything was at. So Smo-
gelgem told them the exact same thing I did at the other territory, said, “you have 
until twelve noon to get out all that equipment.” But when they showed up they 
said “oh, but we already flew all the equipment in.” [Smogelgem] says, “it’s not our 
problem! You don’t have consent, you have to have that all out of here by twelve 
noon or it’s going to stay here.” So by twelve noon they came in and trucked it all 
out. That’s when we decided that we can’t protect the territory from the reserve, 
it’s two hours away, and if nobody’s here they’re going to keep trying to come in so 
we made the choice to [pause] first Smogelgem wasn’t working so he moved out 
here and I commuted back and forth until I left my job. So that’s the reason why 
we’re out, because they’re shady. Crooked dealings in what they do.
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to pitch their projects as critical infrastructure.5 And there was that RCMP report 
that was talking about critical infrastructure and the “violent aboriginal extrem-
ists” that are out on the land.6 And you’ve talked about how you have your own 
critical infrastructures on the territory. So I’m wondering how you think the way 
that industry approaches the land and the water and animals is different than the 
way that you view those same things.

FH: So industry and government always talk about critical infrastructure, and 
their critical infrastructure is making money, and using destructive projects to 
make that money, and they go by any means necessary to make that happen. So 
they created Bill C- 51, which labels Indigenous peoples as terrorists. And we’re 
not even terrorists, they’re the ones that are terrorist because they use terrorist 
acts to . . . well you see what happened at Standing Rock where they used a lot 
of violence toward people who were peacefully protesting and trying to get them 
to listen to them because they’re protecting their water, they’re protecting their 
way of life. And they [the police] used all means necessary, they were militarized, 
and they were bringing a lot of harm to peaceful people that were trying to pro-
tect their water. So for us, our critical infrastructure is the clean drinking water, 
and the very water that the salmon spawn in, and they go back downstream and 
four years, come back. That salmon is our food source, it’s our main staple food. 
That’s one of our critical infrastructures. And there’s berries that are our critical 
infrastructure, because the berries not only feed us, they also feed the bears, and 
the salmon also don’t just feed us, they feed the bears. And each and every one 
of those are all connected, and without each other, we wouldn’t survive on this 
planet. So, to them, they massively clear cut land, which the animals depend on, 
and if we don’t have the animals there . . . for example, the bears will eat the berries 
and they’ll drop it, and the waste that comes out of the bear, it’s got seeds in it, so 
that germinates and we get more berries. We need the bears in order to keep pro-
ducing our berries, and same with the salmon. The bears eat the salmon as well, 
because once the salmon spawn, they end up dying anyways, and that becomes 
food for the bears, so it’s not being wasted. All of that is part of the system that 
our people depend on, and that whole cycle and system is our critical infrastruc-
ture, and that’s what we’re trying to protect, an infrastructure that we depend on. 
And industry and government are pushing these projects that would destroy that 
critical infrastructure, most important to our people.

AS: The one that actually sustains life.

FH: It’s actually sustainable, and we help take care of it to ensure that the cycle 
is complete. For example, our people, we do not fish certain species because the 
numbers are low. But we’re doing our part protecting it, but then we have industry 
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which is commercial fishermen, fish all those salmon so they can’t come back. So 
they’re ruining that critical infrastructure. But we know how to manage and take 
care of it.

AS: Because you’ve been here . . . 

FH: Yes, we’ve been here for thousands of years. And our people would actually 
even starve themselves in order to have salmon for the next generation. But what 
they consider critical infrastructure is not sustainable. You look at every indus-
try that’s ever come and gone— the fishing industry, they overexploited and over-
fished, so that industry collapsed. And you look at the logging industry, right now 
they’re overexploiting, that’s going to collapse. Every industry that the so- called 
government and people that are part of planning their industry, they’re doing it 
with unsustainable methods. For example, they say our people used to log. But our 
people did everything by hand. They didn’t use massive feller- bunchers that chew 
up the ground and destroy all the vegetation underneath it. They did hand- falling. 
Smaller skidders that pulled the trees out without destroying the ground, so that 
when you did plant you had healthy trees. But now they destroy everything and 
they pretty much, I call it monocultured. It’s pretty much just tree farming. And 
it’s not been a healthy method, because they spray pesticides to help these trees 
grow quicker so they can recut them and mill them again. And they actually spray 
pesticides and stuff to kill off the [trees they don’t use]. So they’ll kill off all the 
willow, and that’s the moose food, and you wonder why our moose numbers are 
down. Because they don’t need willows for milling. So they just only put back the 
species like balsam, pine, spruce, and cedar. But everything else is destroyed, and 
they were a part of the critical infrastructure that is needed to keep the population 
of the moose. And even overhunting— they allow too much hunting and they don’t 
even know how to count numbers properly, they count twenty- five moose and 
they times that by eight and say “yeah, there’s this many moose in zone 6,” so they 
allow hunters to overhunt the numbers. And there are not really that many moose.

AS: Maybe because they deal with each thing separately, as opposed to thinking 
about how they’re all connected.

FH: Because this territory here, when we first moved out here, the hunters, the 
non-Indigenous hunters came out and took ten moose just in this small area. So 
it took four years for us to see a moose. We didn’t even hunt this area ourselves, 
we closed it off to the hunters. And four years before we saw moose again. So even 
now we take maybe two or three. That’s our limit. We give ourselves a quota, we 
don’t go in and just shoot all the moose. And they don’t just stay here, so we’re pro-
tecting it for all the hunters. It’s not just us, because eventually it’ll be overcrowded 
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go to the other territories, so we do our own self- sustaining.

AS: Tell me about the protocol that supporters have to go through when they enter 
your territory.

FH: The FPIC— free, prior, and informed consent— protocol that we use is: who 
are you, where are you from, how long do you plan to stay if we let you in, do you 
work for industry or government that’s destroying our lands, how will your visit 
benefit Unist’ot’en, and what kind of skills do you bring. These are the basic ques-
tions we ask. And we also have a separate protocol for media people. So we ask 
them similar questions, asking them who are they, where are they from, who their 
audience is, how will that benefit Unist’ot’en.

AS: Part of that protocol is connected to this being territory that’s governed by 
Wet’suwet’en people and not by Canada or not by British Columbia. So what’s the 
importance of Indigenous sovereignty and asserting that sovereignty by making 
sure that those protocols are in place and making sure that people know when 
they’re here that it’s Indigenous law that they’re meant to follow?

FH: The reason why we do the free, prior, and informed consent is to show that this 
is our territory, we govern it, we protect it, and we have the final say on what can 
or cannot happen here and people have to respect that and abide by our laws here 
because it’s not Canada and it’s not B.C. It’s Wet’suwet’en land, and it’s unceded. 
Unceded means that we’ve never given it up, we’ve never surrendered it to any-
body. The province likes to call it crown land because the queen owns it, but the 
queen does not own it. She does not have a bill of sale or any papers that say she 
owns it. She has to prove to us how she thinks she owns these lands, we’ve never 
ever given it over to her. So this is still Wet’suwet’en land, and we have the final 
say on what happens here. Our ancestors had protected these lands for thousands 
of years before, that’s why we still exist. And now it’s our job to protect it for the 
next generation to ensure that everything is still intact for them. For the next 
seven generations.

AS: Do you think that changes the way that people act when they come to this 
territory?

FH: Yeah, most people are very respectful, they accept the fact that they’re visiting 
our territory and abide by our rules. And we don’t allow drugs or alcohol or fire-
arms are not allowed in here, because it’s a peaceful stand. And we have our own 
firearms for hunting purposes and for protection, because this is grizzly country 
back here and you have to be respectful of the animals. They were here, they have 
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every right, more so than us to be here. We share that space for them and are very 
respectful and we never ever talk disrespectful about the animals that are here. 
And the grizzly is more powerful than we are, so if they’re in a patch of land, we 
know it’s theirs, we just stay outta there.

AS: You’ve recently built a healing center on the territory. Tell me about the vision 
for this space as a healing space, and where you see that going.

FH: Well over the years, our family had identified that a lot of us had gone through 
our own healing. Pretty much all my family has gone through sexual abuse, and 
physical, all kinds of abuses, and growing up in alcoholic homes. So we’ve seen that 
we have healed ourselves, and it’s probably why I’m doing what I’m doing, because 
if I hadn’t done what I’m doing I’d probably still be stuck in substance abuse like 
the rest of my community members. So we identified that a lot of our people have 
experienced trauma, whether it be physical, mental, sexually abused. Their system 
that’s set up, the Indian Act system, the reserve system, is all an attempt to oppress 
our people, and they’ve succeeded in oppressing our people. The system is set up 
deliberately to make our people submissive and stay oppressed. So we realized, 
“How come we can’t get our people out here? How come it’s just non-Indigenous 
supporters coming here?” and we came to the realization— if we heal our peo-
ple, then we’ll heal our land. A lot of our people are hurting. My niece has been 
going to school for the last seven years to get her PhD in clinical psychology. She 
focused her studies on helping youth, so that was her long- term vision to develop 
a youth center, a healing facility to heal our youth because we keep saying our 
youth are going to be our leaders, so if we make healthy youth, then we’ll have a 
healthy nation.

So we have that structure up and we actually have a pamphlet that has stories 
of people that have come here and that have told their story— how they’ve received 
healing— because the river is healing. People experience body healing from just 
going in dips in the river, and mental healing— people have said they’re suicidal and 
have come here and they felt so accepted and it’s just so peaceful here and such a 
different environment from the city.7 People have been sharing their stories about 
receiving healing here, and we actually have people saying that they were here for 
three weeks for work camp and lost all their weight, because they’re eating health-
ier and are physically active for that full three weeks. One guy said he lost twenty 
pounds and has never been that size and that physically fit since he was in high 
school. So we have various people telling their stories and how they’ve received 
healing here, so we’re saying that that healing facility, just from people being here 
without any counseling programs running, we know it’s going to work if we bring 
our people here to reconnect to the land and actually receive mental healing.

AS: One of the similarities I see between Standing Rock and what you’ve done 
here is that a lot of attention got focused on those areas when there was a pipeline 



A
N

 IN
TER

V
IE

W
 W

ITH
 FR

ED
A

 H
U

S
O

N
219proposed to go through. And Standing Rock and the area around it and Oceti 

Sakowin people have been struggling against the government and the people build-
ing dams that have flooded out their territory— they’ve faced a number of different 
struggles since America has tried to exist on that territory. And here, you got a lot 
of visibility when the Northern Gateway Pipeline [an Enbridge project] was pro-
posed through. That pipeline’s dead. What would you say to people who think that 
the struggle is all about pipelines, or that since that pipeline’s not going through 
that the fight is over here?

FH: Well even though the Northern Gateway— which was the oil and bitumen 
pipeline— they think it’s dead, but it’s not totally dead. We’re still battling Coastal 
Gaslink and Pacific Trails Pipeline, which is fracked gas. They want to put gas 
through the pipes through here to Kitimat from the Fort Nelson area. They’re try-
ing to bring fracked gas and it’s going to increase fracking. So our battle is not fin-
ished yet because we’re still getting mail from the oil and gas commission saying 
that they’re going to issue out permits for Coastal Gaslink. And I believe Pacific 
Trails already has their permits, Pacific Trails is the one that Chevron is proposing 
to put through. So we’re still getting mail, so that indicates to us that if they’re still 
issuing out permits to the gas companies that our fight is not over yet.

AS: That seems to be a connection to other territories as well, that there would be 
fracking happening on other people’s territories that’s destroying that water, and 
then the fracked gas gets transported through here.

FH: Pretty much. They said that if any of these projects went through, the produc-
tion would triple. So that’s triple destruction on another Indigenous communi-
ty’s territories.

AS: So it’s a stand of solidarity as well.

FH: Yep. And with those projects they say they’re just going to dissipate if they 
break. But they won’t dissipate if they break because it’s gas. If it breaks it’s prob-
ably going to be an explosion, and with the pine beetle and all the forest fires that 
happened in the lower mainland in British Columbia, this could be a big threat 
to our people if they put these pipelines through. If there’s one little fire it’s going 
to spread fast and destroy all of our twenty- two thousand square kilometers, and 
we can’t take that risk.

AS: Exactly. So when I went to Standing Rock I went mostly to connect with peo-
ple I had met here at Unist’ot’en camp. I think that this place has been a connect-
ing point and an inspiration for a lot of different Indigenous struggles, and there 
have been other camps that have started up using this place as an inspiration. 
And there’s this network of people that have been going to different front lines to 
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help support. I’m wondering if you have other things that you think connect what 
happened at Standing Rock to what happened here. Where are the overlaps in the 
movement and the similar struggles that you face?

FH: Well with what we’ve been doing here we’ve been here seven to eight years, and 
we just finished our eighth annual action camp. So we’ve had anywhere from sixty 
to two hundred people at a time coming here, and those camps have been to train 
people. And from my understanding, a lot of the people that came here through 
action camp training were the people that went down to Standing Rock to help. So 
we basically in the last seven years trained up little pockets of people that are from 
all over this planet and many were from the United States too, so we’ve trained a 
lot of people to be able to stand up for this fight. For this time that is here now.

Our Facebook page was actually used to give updates on everything that was 
happening at Standing Rock, so we made it very public; the media was very quiet 
about it, but because we have such a following we were promoting Standing Rock 
the whole time that battle was going down, even though we weren’t there, we 
were using our resources to make people aware, so we believe because of using 
our Facebook page, a lot of the high numbers that showed up there was because 
of our media sourcing and because of our being able to put things up and share it.

AS: What would your advice be to other Indigenous land defense movements? 
Especially ones that are just getting started again, or are just coming back to their 
own territories?

FH: Just reoccupy your lands. Do everything like your ancestors. The ancestors are 
here helping us. Learn everything about your history and start reconnecting back 
with your lands and don’t be afraid to garner other supports from other people. 
Because we didn’t know the first thing about doing protesting, or standing up. 
There were numerous hands that contributed and helped with what happened 
here. There’s experienced people out there, don’t be afraid to garner those sup-
ports. Because we can’t claim all the credit for everything that happened here, there 
were so many hands that took part who had fundraising experience and put a lot 
of these structures up. And then we have people that know how to do nonviolent 
direct action; they came up and provided training so we have all kinds of skilled 
people. Have nonviolent direct action training, and hold many of them so they 
have a lot of skilled people that can do things safely and keep themselves safe. We 
have that action training every year in July, it’s the same time every year. And this 
last year we just realized that a lot of people were getting burned out because it’s the 
same few, so we decided to do a healing and wellness camp for that eighth annual 
because we were feeling burned out ourselves. And it felt really good, a lot of peo-
ple were really thankful to have that because they were feeling the burnout as well.
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NoDAPL movement was about water, and the rallying call was mni wiconi or 
“water is life.” Here, on Unist’ot’en territory you’ve got the Wedzin Kwah [the river 
that runs along the border of the territory]. How do you relate to water, and what 
relation does water, especially the river, have to the healing work that you’re doing 
on this territory?

FH: Water is one of the elements besides fire that is very powerful and very strong. 
You can’t control it; that river is powerful, it’s fast. It’s a life giver, because it gives 
life to the salmon, it gives us life when we drink it, and it gives life to the plants 
and vegetation around it. And spiritually it’s strong. Whenever you have aches 
and pains you can go into that river, it brings healing properties to your sore, achy 
muscles. And all the minerals are still intact so when you drink it you don’t have 
to go to the health food store to get some minerals because all the waters that are 
cleansed and purified in the city municipalities, all the minerals are taken out for 
all the purification process. Water does physically give you health, life; it’s one of the 
strongest elements. And you have to respect water the same way you respect fire. 
So, it’s a very powerful element that we show total respect to, and that’s why we hold 
water ceremonies and why we hold it in such high regard and want to protect it.

NOTES

 1. Unist’ot’en people are C’ihlts’ehkhyu (big frog clan) of the Wet’suwet’en nation.
 2. Noostel is the Wet’suwet’en word for wolverine. In the Wet’suwet’en governance 

system, hereditary chiefs hold names associated with the protection of different 
territories.

 3. The name Smogelgem is a chief name held in the Laksamshu (fireweed) clan. Smo-
gelgem has held other names, which appear in previous writing about Unist’ot’en 
Camp.

 4. The internal politics that led to this decision are best left to Wet’suwet’en people 
themselves. Following Audra Simpson’s “ethnographic refusal,” in Mohawk Inter-
ruptus: Political Life across the Borders of Settler States (Durham, N.C.: Duke Uni-
versity Press, 2014), we note that there are some parts of this story that we know 
but refuse to tell.

 5. Government of Canada, “Critical Infrastructure,” Public Safety Canada, last mod-
ified May 22, 2018, https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca.

 6. RCMP, Criminal Threats to the Canadian Petroleum Industry, Critical Infrastruc-
ture Intelligence Assessment, January 24, 2014.

 7. The camp has hosted many urban Indigenous people, connecting them to territory 
and land- based traditions.

https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca
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THE FINANCING PROBLEM OF COLONIALISM
HOW INDIGENOUS JURISDICTION IS VALUED IN PIPELINE POLITICS

Shiri Pasternak, Katie Mazer, and D. T. Cochrane

What is the financial power of Indigenous jurisdiction?
The political- economic impact of NoDAPL is enduring and expansive. In 

recent years, as industry and governments have scrambled to expand North Amer-
ican oil pipeline networks, project- by- project community- based opposition has 
also intensified. Repeatedly, communities have courageously resisted proposed 
pipelines, forcing companies to reconfigure their plans, find new routes, or cancel 
projects altogether. Governments are stymied in their efforts to sell access to lands 
they have conquered only on paper. This has resulted in instructive encounters 
between governments and companies that are pushing these infrastructure proj-
ects and the communities and movements working to protect lands, waters, and 
the world from climate change.

Importantly, this dynamic is continental in character. By attending to these 
struggles from a continental perspective, this chapter draws attention to the inter-
connectedness of North American infrastructure projects in both physical and 
financial dimensions. These connections are manifest not only through industry’s 
constant effort to skirt resistance through the geographic reconfiguration and cap-
ital reorganization of infrastructure networks, but also through the transnational 
tactics and geographies of resistance to the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) and 
other extractive projects across North America.

In this chapter, we think about DAPL from a broad perspective, both in terms 
of its enduring financial implications and in terms of its implications for other 
places and struggles. We span our analysis out from Standing Rock and the pow-
erful opposition of the Oceti Sakowin (the Great Sioux Nation) to the pipeline to 
consider the broader implications for North American pipeline expansion and 
resistance, focusing on Secwepemc (Shushwap) resistance to the Kinder Morgan 
Pipeline Expansion Project as another instantiation of this struggle.

Our contribution to this collection is framed by our shared position as scholars 
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223and activists working on themes related to oil, resource extraction, political econ-
omy, and Indigenous jurisdiction in the Canadian context. Watching the events 
surrounding DAPL and the NoDAPL campaign from this perspective highlights 
the broad significance and far- reaching implications of this struggle. More spe-
cifically, our analysis pivots on two points. First, generally, DAPL and the strug-
gle that surrounds it exist within a broader, flexible, and fluctuating environment 
of North American oil infrastructure expansion. While each proposed pipeline 
presents as a single or isolated project, we might instead think of them as flash-
points in a much larger ongoing struggle over the expansion of extractive capital-
ism across North America.

Secondly, and more specifically, even when the Dakota Access Pipeline is 
built its legacy will not be of community failure to abort construction, but about 
the power of Indigenous jurisdiction to intervene in the financial architecture 
of investment in North America and, more fundamentally, to challenge the sys-
tem of valuation on which this architecture rests. The NoDAPL campaign posed 
a clear and fundamental threat to Energy Transfer Partners’ (ETP) bottom line 
by conjoining disruption of pipeline construction with targeting of its financing; 
these combined tactics undermined the viability and profitability of the project on 
a number of fronts. But NoDAPL’s most fundamental disruption— to which the 
North American oil industry and its financial backers have taken notice— was to 
the certainty that capital can control and dictate the rules of the game.

The assertion of Indigenous jurisdiction at Standing Rock by the Oceti Sakowin 
also threw into question the supremacy of North American extractive capital in 
a more fundamental way. By enacting geographies of Indigenous title, law, and 
responsibility, these assertions challenged the regime of valuation that calculates 
life, climate, and refusal as costs or risks that must be accounted for. Companies 
try to account for these risks in the language they know, but Indigenous regimes 
of countervaluation cannot be easily absorbed into a framework of financial cal-
culation. Practices of accounting derived from Indigenous socioeconomic orders 
like those we saw at Standing Rock— for land, water, the future, and life systems 
of reciprocal obligation— lay down a different political- economic terrain that sits 
uneasily alongside industry’s calculative logic. The enactment of this political econ-
omy of Indigenous authority sends extractive capital into frenzy because it chal-
lenges its most basic assumptions: relentless social and natural extraction as a 
source of value. By blocking construction, disrupting finances, and destabilizing 
the supremacy of extractive valuation, Indigenous jurisdiction poses an entwined 
physical, financial, and epistemological risk to the expansion of oil infrastructure 
well beyond the specific geographies of DAPL.

After placing DAPL and the NoDAPL campaign in continental context, we 
explore some of these dynamics as they are playing out in the case of the Kinder 
Morgan Trans Mountain project in south- central British Columbia: a pipeline 
expansion project that would transport tar sands bitumen across the unceded 
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territories of several nations, including the Treaty 8 nations at the source of the oil 
that is set to flow to the Kwatlen, Squamish, and Tsleil Wauthuth territories on the 
coast, crossing through the largest part of its route (among others) on the Indige-
nous territory of the Secwepemc Nation (pronounced Se- KWEP- umk).

We explore the multifaceted ways that Secwepemc jurisdiction throws into 
question the completion of this project, and the broader ways this threat is recon-
figuring the financial and geographical landscape of pipeline politics. By way of 
conclusion we aim to draw broader lessons across these two cases by thinking 
through what it means for extractive capital to confront these parallel regimes of 
valuation as they are enacted through assertions of Indigenous authority on the 
ground.

DAPL’s Continental Context

The struggle over DAPL was informed by the broader scramble to get North Amer-
ican oil to refineries, ports, and markets, and to build the transportation infra-
structure that would make this possible. This drive has been particularly intense 
in the context of the Alberta tar sands— but is also, as we have seen, present in the 
Bakken context underlying parts of Montana, North Dakota, Saskatchewan, and 
Manitoba— as industry and decision makers have repeatedly invoked the “imper-
ative” of accessing new markets.1

In turn, capital markets have followed with great interest the expansion of 
North American oil transportation infrastructure across the continent. The major 
pipeline companies have developed complex and sophisticated ownership struc-
tures to entice investors with stable returns. They have also entered into numer-
ous lending agreements with banks in North America as well as Europe. On the 
surface, this was done to attract the financing necessary for the costly projects. 
Beyond that, however, the attraction of a broader swath of investors increases and 
diversifies the beneficiaries of a project. This augments and reinforces the intra-
capitalist coalition supporting and advocating for pipelines and oil infrastructure.

But the economic justification for pipelines is always shifting, generally between 
two main poles: one, that lines are needed as a way to move oil to markets; and 
two, pipeline construction is needed as a form of economic stimulus. After Pres-
ident Obama’s delay in approving Keystone XL, for example, which would have 
given “Canadian oil” passage to U.S. refineries and markets, the Canadian govern-
ment emphasized the imperative of moving tar sands oil to tidewater to enable it 
to fetch world prices.

More recently, industry and governments have been focused on the economic 
benefits of the infrastructure itself. In Canada, since the crash in oil prices starting 
in 2014, industry advocates have been arguing that private pipeline expansion is 
an effective form of national economic stimulus. The active debate that surrounds 
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capacity in North America. Crucially, researchers have found that new pipeline 
projects would only be needed under scenarios in which oil sands production 
were expanded to levels that would push Canada well beyond its climate obliga-
tions. As long ago as 2011, the International Energy Agency warned of the piv-
otal role played by energy infrastructure in the future of the climate. Investing in 
new fossil- fuel infrastructure, they warned, would risk locking us into a future of 
expanded fossil- fuel production beyond what the climate could bear.2 It is against 
this backdrop that governments and industry have repeatedly appealed to the need 
for more pipeline capacity across North America.

North American oil pipeline projects exist in relation to one another. The con-
ditions for one project change very quickly depending on the status of other proj-
ects, market conditions, resistance, and political climate. As noted, in 2011 U.S. 
president Barack Obama announced that he would delay the approval of Key-
stone XL by at least a year. In reaction to this, the Canadian federal government 
led by Prime Minister Stephen Harper aggressively asserted energy exports as a 
top government priority and claimed that diversifying markets away from the 
United States was a “strategic imperative” for Canada. Holding up Asia as the key 
target market, the Canadian government turned its attention to pushing forward 
the Enbridge Northern Gateway Pipeline, designed to transport tar sands oil from 
northern Alberta to the coast of northern British Columbia. From here, the oil 
would be loaded onto tankers, where it would have traveled through the rough, 
pristine, and remote waters of the Douglas Channel on its way to Asian markets.

The most controversial of domestic pipelines, the Northern Gateway drew mas-
sive resistance for its incursion into unceded Indigenous lands, its threat to envi-
ronmentally sensitive areas, and its promise to expand tar sands production. As 
resistance mounted to Northern Gateway, two new pipeline projects were proposed 
to transport tar sands bitumen to tidewater: Kinder Morgan’s Trans Mountain 
Expansion to the city of Burnaby terminal in British Columbia, and TransCana-
da’s Energy East, which would run 4,600 km east to Saint John, New Brunswick.3 
When the Northern Gateway project was ultimately rejected by the Liberal gov-
ernment of Justin Trudeau in November 2016, it was on the same day that he 
approved two other major projects: the Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain project 
and the Enbridge Line 3 “replacement,” the largest project in Enbridge history.4

The continental character of oil infrastructure is important to keep in mind. 
Not only does it form the basis on which particular place- based contestations 
unfold, but it informs the logic under which industry operates. Governments, 
pipeline companies, and the financial backers of pipeline projects have an eye to 
the shifting terrain of certainty when it comes to their perceived ability to access 
territory and build infrastructure free of financial or physical disruptions. Pipeline 
companies have generally been considered lower risk investments. That appears to 
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be changing as capital grapples with the uncertain effects of resistance to pipeline 
projects. In this way, shifting local conditions related to one project have implica-
tions for the perceived viability and profitability of other proposals.

Within this context, in both Canada and the United States, companies and 
governments have fast- tracked, fragmented, and avoided approvals processes in 
an attempt to skirt public scrutiny and expedite construction. Recently companies 
are focusing on another important strategy for skirting resistance: the consolida-
tion of corporate control and an increased emphasis on “pipe in the ground.”5 As 
industry and governments have repeatedly encountered opposition to new- build 
projects, companies are beginning to understand the political advantages of con-
solidating control over existing infrastructure. Canadian company Enbridge has 
been at the forefront of this trend. As part of an effort to build flexibility into its 
operations, the company has dramatically expanded its ownership of the North 
American network, recently merging with Houston- based pipeline company Spec-
tra Energy in the largest deal in Canadian oil patch history. Analysts place this 
merger within the context of widespread resistance to pipelines in Canada and 
repeated delays in the approval and construction of new- build projects. Analysts 
predict that this sort of cross- border merger of assets— including, crucially, infra-
structure assets— will become more common within this context as an alternative 
to building new infrastructure.6

Resistance to hydrocarbon expansion is continental, too, however, and it is 
becoming increasingly difficult to isolate local struggles against energy infrastruc-
ture as coalitions coalesce to coordinate assertions of jurisdiction that map over the 
temporal and geographic strategies of extraction companies. For example, the Tar 
Sands Treaty Alliance is a continental alliance convened to prohibit “the pipelines/
trains/tankers that will feed the expansion of the Alberta Tar Sands.” In May 2017, 
the coalition that includes 121 grassroots First Nations and Tribes committed to 
an integrated divestment campaign against the banks funding DAPL and tar sands 
pipelines including the Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain Expansion, TransCanada’s 
Energy East and Keystone XL projects, and Enbridge’s Line 3.7

These efforts have not gone unnoticed among investors. During ETP’s earnings 
call for its fourth quarter results of 2016, one analyst asked the ETP executives, 
“Do you see any permanent damage to financing sources from the pushback that 
your counterparties have received on Dakota Access?”8 The executives reassured 
the analyst that all was well. However, one ETP representative added that the pres-
sure on financial backers “has been tough.” He further acknowledged that the con-
tinued backing of the banks may have been dependent on contractual obligation. 
The fact that the question was raised means resistance tactics targeting financing 
have caught the attention of capital.

The coalescing movement against hydrocarbon expansion is further con-
joined to the global climate justice movement. Governments have tried to sep-
arate the two movements, with Canada’s Liberal government and Alberta’s New 
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227Democratic Party government both implementing carbon taxes in order to obtain 
“social license” for pipeline projects, particularly Kinder Morgan’s Trans Mountain 
Expansion. As capital struggles to account for the costs of climate change, com-
panies and projects associated with fossil- fuel use and expansion become much 
riskier investments. The risk is compounded by the growing efforts of social move-
ments and Indigenous communities to intervene in financial markets, such as the 
bank divestment campaign mentioned above.

Indigenous Jurisdiction against Capitalism: Kinder Morgan 
and the Secwepemc “Standing Rock North” Standoff

The NoDAPL campaign cost billions of dollars in delays, launched dozens of bank 
divestment campaigns, created massive reputational risks for financial backers, and 
brought into stark relief the integral tie between finance and physical infrastructure.

The continental oil industry was put on notice by the massive disruptions to 
pipeline construction on Standing Rock Sioux territory. Now the precedent of 
NoDAPL disruption to business- as- usual has cast a shadow on all pipeline projects 
currently under review for approval or pushing forward toward construction. The 
Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain Expansion, for example, is set to carry tar sands 
oil through a number of Indigenous territories creating elevated risk and uncer-
tainty for investors. The specter of NoDAPL provoked Canada’s Natural Resources 
Minister Jim Carr to suggest that resistance to pipelines could be met with mil-
itary force. Although Carr backed away from the statement, it demonstrates the 
government’s line- in- the- sand where their otherwise progressive rhetoric on rec-
ognizing Indigenous rights and jurisdiction will not tread.

In July 2017, the Secwepemc Nation in south- central British Columbia released 
the Secwepemc Peoples Declaration on Protecting Our Land and Water against the 
Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain Pipeline.9 The declaration states: “we hereby explic-
itly and irrevocably refuse its passage through our territory.” According to the 
Secwepemc Nation, Kinder Morgan will be unable to commence and complete 
construction of the Trans Mountain Expansion.

Dubbed “Standing Rock North” by Canadian media, Secwepemcul’ecw in 
south- central British Columbia covers approximately a third of the total pipeline 
route. The people of this region— the Secwepemc— hold what the Supreme Court 
of Canada calls “Aboriginal Title” to the land, which means the land has never been 
ceded or surrendered or treatied, and therefore is the proprietary interest of the 
Indigenous nation. The Supreme Court of Canada has found that an Indigenous 
Nation with Aboriginal Title must give consent to development on their lands. 
So the legal precariousness of Kinder Morgan to obtain all necessary permits and 
right- of- ways and to succeed in proceeding with construction hangs dangerously 
in the balance of Secwepemc proprietary rights and jurisdiction.

Against the backdrop of heightened uncertainty introduced by NoDAPL, there 
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are clear signs that the environment for pipeline investment has shifted. Desjar-
dins Bank has suspended lending to pipeline projects. And the Dutch bank ING 
responded to a letter sent by a coalition of Indigenous peoples and environmen-
talists to banks investing in Kinder Morgan by announcing it no longer plans to 
finance pipelines from Canadian tar sands. The main argument in this letter sent 
by the Indigenous coalition called on institutions to “avoid financing Indigenous 
rights abuses and climate change”:

As with DAPL— a highly controversial project constructed without the free, prior 
and informed consent of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe and other affected tribal 
nations that source their drinking water from the Missouri River— the Trans Moun-
tain pipeline expansion also poses a grave threat to Indigenous rights. First Nations 
that would be directly impacted by the route and port terminal are fighting the proj-
ect in the courts and leading heated protests on the ground.10

The failures of industry to obtain consent from the Standing Rock Sioux is held 
up as warning of the continuing ecological devastation that Indigenous peoples 
oppose and will fight on their lands. ING’s announcement followed one by Swe-
den’s pension fund AP7 that it would divest from Trans Canada and five other 
companies because they were incompatible with the Paris climate agreement.

The Kinder Morgan Canada prospectus identifies several risks associated with 
the financial operations of the pipeline. Most of these risks are transformed and 
amplified by the declaration of sovereignty and resolute rejection of the project by 
the Secwepemc. The financial risks associated with the pipeline stemming from 
commodity supply and demand, market volatility, capital access, and corporate 
debt are magnified by the increased likelihood of delays and the possibility of out-
right cancellation that emerge from the Secwepemc declaration.

In Kinder Morgan’s 2012 annual report, it estimated the Trans Mountain 
Expansion would be in operation by late 2017. In its 2016 report, this had been 
extended to December 2019, with construction estimated to begin in Septem-
ber 2017. The projected completion in the company’s June 2017 credit agreement 
with twenty- four lenders was April 30, 2020. Then, in the spring of 2018 Kinder 
Morgan, frustrated by unpredicted delays and investment risks, suspended all 
“non- essential” activities related to the pipeline. In response, touting jobs and the 
national interest, the Canadian government announced its plans to purchase the 
Trans Mountain Pipeline and its planned expansion project. Kinder Morgan share-
holders approved the CDN$4.5 billion sale in August 2018. This chapter was writ-
ten before the sale of the pipeline, however, and focuses on the period of Kinder 
Morgan ownership.

DAPL crossed about 50 km of Sioux territory, where it generated high- 
profile resistance that cost ETP millions of dollars. The planned route of the 
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229Trans Mountain Expansion traverses more than four times that distance through 
Secwepemcul’ecw. In an affidavit filed with the B.C. Supreme Court, a Trans Moun-
tain representative states that each month of delay costs the company CDN$5.6 
million. Beyond the direct costs incurred, delays create uncertainty about future 
costs. The company consistently projected that building the pipeline would cost 
US$5.4 billion, beginning with its 2012 annual report (10- K). This remained the 
estimate in its 2016 annual report. However, when the Canada– U.S. exchange rate 
is taken into account, this estimate represents a 32 percent increase from CDN$5.4 
billion to CDN$7.15 billion. In Kinder Morgan Canada’s credit agreement the esti-
mate is CDN$7.4 billion. The costs will only increase if the start of construction 
is delayed. They will increase further if delays occur after construction has begun. 
Even more recently a court challenge quashed federal Cabinet approval for the 
pipeline due to the lack of meaningful consultation with Indigenous peoples and 
poor marine studies to determine oil tanker risks.11

Delays in building the pipeline make projected oil prices more uncertain. 
Recent dramatic fluctuations, plus the suggestion of several experts that prices 
will fall further, create uncertainty around the future earnings of the pipeline.12 
Although the expansion is fully subscribed for the near future, and Kinder Mor-
gan touts the stability of its customers, Alberta’s oil industry is in a state of great 
turbulence. With falling oil prices comes falling production and falling demand for 
pipeline capacity. Once again, this is worsened by the Secwepemc refusal, which 
is not only against this pipeline in particular, but aligned with the anti– tar sands 
movement. The campaign against the Trans Mountain Expansion is supported by 
several groups opposing extraction and transportation of Alberta tar sands oil. This 
campaign extends further, connecting with the movement to stop climate change. 
Successes by these movements will make extraction of Alberta bitumen costlier, 
squeezing the margins of midstream operators like Kinder Morgan.

The company is scrambling to account for Secwepemc opposition and related 
risks. But either due to a lack of understanding or— more likely— to their desire 
to downplay the risk to shareholders and the public, Kinder Morgan has publicly 
understated the real threat posed by Indigenous jurisdiction. Kinder Morgan Can-
ada’s recent IPO prospectus engages only with the question of “Aboriginal Relation-
ships” rather than the riskier terrain of rights and jurisdiction. Further, discussions 
of Indigenous rights are completely absent from Kinder Morgan’s annual man-
agement discussion and analysis of the Trans Mountain Expansion. While KML’s 
prospectus identifies potential for opposition through the permitting process and 
in the courts, there is no mention of blockades, encampments, or other direct 
action tactics. The consequences of this blinkered view come into sharp relief 
when considering the Secwepemc’s clear statement of opposition and intention to 
stop the pipeline using diverse means. The Secwepemc have a well- established his-
tory of using direct action to defend their sovereignty, including the high- profile 
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Gustefsen Lake standoff. Inspired by actions at Standing Rock, members of the 
Secwepemc Nation have come together under the name Tiny House Warriors to 
construct homes that will be placed in the path of the planned pipeline.

In the fall of 2016, in the midst of the struggle at Standing Rock, Kinder Mor-
gan CEO Ian Anderson reflected to the media on the possibility of similar pro-
tests against the Trans Mountain Expansion: “I’d be naive if I didn’t expect that,” 
he told a CBC reporter. “Hopefully, it’s peaceful. People have the right to express 
their views publicly and in that regard, we will accept and acknowledge that.” But, 
“it’s when it goes beyond that that we’ll have to be prepared,” he said, explaining 
that the company had held preparatory meetings with the RCMP.13 The criminal-
ization and pacification of land defenders is always a weapon of weakest resort 
because it reflects the shallow depths of settler colonialism. These lands are not 
British Columbia’s or Canada’s to sell: calling in the military— the Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police that have terrorized communities for centuries— is a scare tactic 
of violence meant to divert the Secwepemc from asserting their inherent juris-
diction to the land.14

The construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline encountered various degrees 
of resistance along its length.15 Within the context of growing international move-
ments to defend the planet and Indigenous rights, there is a high likelihood of 
similar, if not greater, opposition to the Trans Mountain Expansion. Given the 
evidence that NoDAPL put the continental oil industry on notice to the power of 
Indigenous jurisdiction, Kinder Morgan’s muted public characterization of the risk 
posed to the Trans Mountain Expansion is likely part of the company’s attempt 
to account for it. As the late great Secwepemc leader Arthur Manuel used to say, 
“the first risk mitigation strategy is always to deny Indigenous economic rights.”16

Valuation: Colonialism’s Accounting Problem

The risk of Indigenous jurisdiction is both a liability and an indispensible strength 
in the movement to defend the land and reshape how resource extraction is autho-
rized throughout the continent. The market capitalization of corporations must 
constantly re- resolve its calculation of growth and decline with realities on the 
ground. A process of endless adjustment keeps capitalist enterprises in a state of 
flux and uncertainty as shifting social and ecological landscapes can affect that 
bold, single, all- encompassing number: the price of share value. But when this 
magical price encounters Indigenous jurisdiction, how is value reestablished?

Critical political economy has long maintained a distinction between pro-
ductive and finance capital, between Main Street and Wall Street. The latter was 
considered “fictitious,” while the former was “real.”17 Based on this distinction, 
value theorists tried to find the measure of real productivity that bypassed finan-
cial measures. Although impressive in both scope and detail, these alternative 
accountings have failed to unveil a fundamental quantitative basis for nominal 
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231financial values.18 Like economists, capitalists also try to locate a basis or determi-
nant for market valuations. However, they remain entirely within the domain of 
finance, with both productivity and capitalization denominated in financial values. 
Capitalization is routinely checked against productivity through quarterly earn-
ings reports that get scrutinized by analysts and defended by executives. Between 
reports, capitalists devour information about events on the ground in anticipation 
of their effects on earnings. The buying and selling of shares, which constructs and 
responds to the share price, translates the expectations of capitalists. The volatil-
ity of the price is an expression of capitalist uncertainty about those expectations.

In the case of pipelines, capitalist uncertainty has grown at the same time as 
earnings and capitalization have fallen. Between 2014 and 2015, the average earn-
ings of pipeline companies fell by 75 percent and average market capitalization fell 
by 35 percent.19 Both recovered in 2016, although they remain below 2014 levels. 
Of greater significance, however, is an increased volatility of share prices. Before 
2015, pipeline shares displayed lower price volatility than the market in general, 
expressing greater certainty by capitalists about conditions on the ground and their 
likely effect on returns. Conversely, since 2015 the situation has reversed. Now, 
pipeline shares are more volatile than the market as capitalists try to grapple with 
the changing situation of global oil demand and the greater awareness of— and 
resistance to— continental oil infrastructure.20

The changing situation concerns an old uncertainty: What knowledge will 
settler states produce to authorize their extraction of resources from Indigenous 
land? The valuation regimes of capital are not just technical figures produced by 
the strict rationale of economic scientists. Bigger and Robertson define valuation 
regimes as “the rules for and models of comparison” between forms of life that 
bring into focus the way that value is measured as a political act of performance. 
As they write, “Understanding value as the capacity to be measured or compared, 
lets us see how apparently incompatible value regimes flow from foundational 
choices about what is to be counted, visible, and present.”21

This look at valuation is an important step for “recognizing the co- presence of 
valuation regimes” toward “contesting the expansion of the logics of capital on the 
terrain of nature.”22 This exercise is not simply about pointing out the incompati-
bility between Kinder Morgan and DAPL and Enbridge with Indigenous peoples’ 
forms of life, but rather to intervene precisely in these places where such incom-
patibilities are resolved “in more or less violent or absurd ways.”23 These compa-
nies that seek to render Indigenous life value- less or invaluable avoid any need for 
reconciliation between competing claims to jurisdiction. If Indigenous life were 
counted, sovereignty would need to exist as a crucial index of value. For this rea-
son, Bigger and Robertson urge us to understand the conversion of value earlier in 
the process, rather than just debate the measurements themselves. “The measure-
ment of the thing is not as important as the settlement about what measurement 
is and what ruler will be used.”24 This much is clear in pipeline battles.
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A parallel process of valuation is simultaneously taking place alongside the 
capitalist valuation that is fueling the pipeline construction boom. This parallel 
process is deemed a “threat” because Indigenous jurisdiction endangers capitalist 
production: the “production of hierarchical difference is crucial to the production 
of value,” in this case because “to accumulate capital, capitalism needs the diverse 
materials and creative forces of natures ordered in a variety of positions within 
society, not just as commodities.”25 The legal rights of Indigenous peoples and 
the moral authority of their socioeconomic orders and sacred obligations to their 
lands throw up a valuation system that forces a radical recalculation of both the 
means by which to measure the value of a resource- extraction project (capitaliza-
tion) and the cost of proceeding without Indigenous consent (physical/material/
financial/climate). When pipeline projects externalize risk, they do so not only 
onto local Indigenous communities, but also to the continental infrastructure 
and the global ecology.

The existing Kinder Morgan pipeline that currently goes through Secwepemc 
territory has not been free from spills. These spills threaten the land and the water 
that many of the Secwepemc land use activities depend on. Defenders of the pipe-
line expansion— the plan is to twin the lines— contend that it will be the safest and 
most environmentally sound ever built. However, even the small threat of a spill 
carries excessive risk for the Secwepemc opponents of the expansion. More impor-
tantly, accepting the pipeline would change the relationship of the Secwepemc with 
the land, including their underlying title. As Art Manuel has noted, “Sleeping on 
your rights is an argument that the governments have used against [Indigenous 
peoples] in past litigation.”26 The Secwepemc peoples’ declaration against the Trans 
Mountain pipeline expansion states that it constitutes an “infringement” that “can 
never be accepted or justified.”

Indigenous peoples take into account their own systems of value and princi-
ples of land use and care. Asserting their values through the physical occupation 
of their lands in the path of pipeline construction not only reinforces Indige-
nous jurisdiction through its exercise and potent expression of authority. It also 
confronts the foundations of capitalism. Market capitalization is the fundamen-
tal expression of power in capitalist societies. Resistance takes the form of both 
intervening in capitalist valuations and challenging the capitalist value regime,27 
bringing colonial capitalism to its knees.
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WHAT STANDING ROCK TEACHES US  
ABOUT ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE

Jaskiran Dhillon

This essay was originally published in Items, a digital forum of the 
Social Science Research Council, on December 5, 2017.

We live in a historical moment marked by grave uncertainty about the fate of planet 
Earth. Our children and grandchildren are inheriting a world almost singularly 
defined by climate change. Temperatures are rising. Oceans are experiencing acidi-
fication. Arctic polar icecaps are melting faster than they should. Small island states 
are being swallowed up by rising sea levels. The American Psychological Associ-
ation is mapping the mental health consequences of what they are calling “eco- 
anxiety.” And, in the midst of this planet- wide crisis riddled with debates about 
the Anthropocene, Indigenous peoples and their long- standing resistance to envi-
ronmental devastation are clear signposts of who should guide us into the future.1

One of the most recent and stark representations of Indigenous peoples’ lead-
ership concerning climate change is the historic and epic resistance to the Dakota 
Access Pipeline (DAPL) led by the Standing Rock Sioux.2 This pipeline, now com-
plete and already leaking, the struggle against it, and similar acts of violence against 
the land, water, sky, plants, animals, and ecosystems as a whole is far from over.3 
As Trump withdraws the United States from the Paris Agreement and systemati-
cally works to dismantle the Environmental Protection Agency, it should be evi-
dent that the interests of capital are what matter most to the U.S. government. In 
the wake of these governmental decisions, what does Standing Rock teach us about 
the environmental justice movements and why they must be led by and account-
able to Native peoples?

Indigenous Sovereignty Is Environmental Justice

Standing Rock, I argue, illustrates that a fight for environmental justice must be 
framed, first and foremost, as a struggle for Indigenous sovereignty. As I have 



236

JA
S

K
IR

A
N

 D
H

ILLO
N

written elsewhere, the colonial violence that fostered the ruination of the planet 
has, for the most part, been blurred out of focus in public dialogue. An accurate 
examination of the social and political causes of climate change requires a close 
look at the history of genocide, land dispossession, and concerted destruction 
of Indigenous societies and cultural practices that accompanies the irreversible 
damage wrought by environmental destruction. Zoe Todd asks the fundamen-
tal question: “What does it mean to have a reciprocal discourse on catastrophic 
end times and apocalyptic environmental change in a place where, over the past 
five hundred years, Indigenous peoples faced the end of the worlds with the vio-
lent incursion of colonial ideologies and actions?”4 Colonial systems of capitalist 
accumulation, tied directly to the invention of private property, opened the flood-
gates for “natural resources” to be transported, as Glen Coulthard explains, “from 
oil and gas fields, refineries, lumber mills, mining operations, and hydro- electric 
facilities located on the dispossessed lands of Indigenous nations to international 
markets.”5 The economic infrastructure in settler colonies, like the United States 
and Canada, depends on extractive industries. Indeed, Kyle Whyte points out that 
“in the US settler context, settler colonial laws, policies and programs are ‘both’ a 
significant factor in opening up Indigenous territories for carbon- intensive eco-
nomic activities and, at the same time, a significant factor in why Indigenous peo-
ples face heightened climate risks.”6 DAPL, then, must be viewed as the most recent 
incarnation of environmental harm that has found its legitimation and footing in 
colonialism and occupation.

A closer look at Standing Rock reveals the Sioux Nation never ceded the 1851 
treaty lands that lie at the center of their opposition to DAPL. Nick Estes and Jef-
frey Ostler remind us, “There is no question about the accuracy of Standing Rock’s 
contention that the pipeline is being constructed across lands recognized as Sioux 
territory under the 1851 Treaty.” Following in the footsteps of a long history of vio-
lence and encroachment on Indigenous homelands, Energy Transfer Partners, with 
the support of the federal government, violated this treaty relationship between 
the U.S. settler state and the Sioux Nation even though treaties are regarded by the 
U.S. Constitution as the “supreme law of the land.” In a similar vein, Heidi Stark 
offers a critical analysis of the ways that the imposition of colonial law allowed the 
United States to increasingly undermine Indigenous authority and assert jurisdic-
tion over Indigenous peoples and their lands— political moves in direct violation 
of treaty relationships that actively produce settler- state sovereignty over the land.7 
Stark also makes evident how the imposition of colonial law paved the way for the 
legalization of criminal actions of emerging settler states while casting Indigenous 
resistance as inherently unlawful and illegitimate.8 The criminalization of Indig-
enous resistance, which reinforces the power and sanctity of settler law, became 
glaringly apparent at Standing Rock.

For example, the horrific violence enacted upon the Water Protectors in front-
line resistance camps shows the lengths to which the state will go to quell resistance 
against industrial development projects and shut down perceived insurgencies and 



W
H

A
T S

TA
N

D
IN

G
 R

O
C

K
 TE

A
C

H
E

S
 U

S
237claims to territory.9 The Intercept’s series on Standing Rock and police violence 

revealed that counterterrorism tactics were used at Standing Rock to undertake 
intrusive and aggressive surveillance of Water Protectors who were criminalized 
by state authorities. According to internal documents acquired through the inves-
tigation, police across at least five states were working in close collaboration with 
the international mercenary security firm TigerSwan to spearhead a multifaceted 
response to the growing resistance camps at Standing Rock.10 Following Stark, this 
projection of the Water Protectors at Standing Rock and their allies as criminal and 
violent— essentially as a threat to the political authority of state power— enabled 
the United States to divert attention from its own illegal actions and egregious vio-
lence against the Sioux Nation.11

This violent suppression of resistance at Standing Rock raises an essential ques-
tion: How can we expect the same colonial government that is partnered with an 
international mercenary security firm enlisted to brutally halt opposition to a pipe-
line project to work in the service of climate recovery? We can’t. Our strongest 
chance of restoring balance on the planet and respecting the interconnectedness 
of all things, human and other than human, is to fervently advocate for justice for 
Indigenous communities and return to them the power of governance— which 
was violently apprehended through war, genocide, starvation, disease, abuse, the 
dispossession of land, and forced repression of Indigenous communities on res-
ervations. The only way to upend this form of sociopolitical and economic order-
ing, I argue, is through the reinstatement of Indigenous authority and sovereignty.

Ending Colonial Gender Violence Is 
Fundamental to Environmental Justice

Once Indigenous sovereignty becomes placed front and center within movements 
for environmental justice, the links between violence against Indigenous lands and 
violence against Indigenous bodies, particularly the bodies of young women and 
girls, becomes painfully clear. One of the first things I noticed pulling into Stand-
ing Rock during my first visit in August 2016 was the signage erected at the active 
drilling sites. Two large signs flanking either side of the construction read: NO 
MORE STOLEN SISTERS and VIOLENCE AGAINST THE LAND IS VIOLENCE AGAINST 
WOMEN. While violence against women is often sidelined within environmen-
tal discussions, Indigenous resistance to extractive projects, like Standing Rock, 
reveals that these forms of violence work in tandem with one another. Focusing 
on colonial gender violence, Leanne Simpson reminds us of the ties between the 
seizure of Indigenous homelands, gender violence, and extractive processes that 
accompany capitalist colonialism: “You use gender violence to remove Indigenous 
peoples and their descendants from the land, you remove agency from the plant 
and animal worlds and you reposition aki [Annishnabeg for “the land”] as ‘natu-
ral resources’ for the use and betterment of white people.”12

My interview with Zaysha Grinnell, a young Indigenous woman from Fort 
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Berthold reservation and a youth leader in the political resistance at Standing 
Rock, illustrated the links Simpson highlights when Zaysha spoke at length about 
the violence against Indigenous women and girls that goes hand in hand with the 
extractive industry. “I was about eight when the oil companies first came here 
and I noticed a difference right away. It felt unsafe because oil rigs were popping 
up everywhere. And it makes me really sad because this is all we have left— this 
tiny bit of land, and the government and companies are still trying to come in and 
use it and take it.” She went on to explain, “When these oil companies come in 
they bring in the men. These men bring with them the man camps and with that 
comes violence and sex trafficking. Indigenous women and girls near the camps 
are really affected by this, and we are not going to put up with it.” Young women 
like Zaysha are signaling the importance of having Indigenous women and youth, 
including two- spirit youth,13 as leaders in the movement because of their insight 
into how environmental injury carries violence across multiple aspects of Indige-
nous life and living.14 A struggle for environmental justice is a call to end structural 
colonial violence more broadly, and colonial gender violence against Indigenous 
women and girls must remain at the center of advocacy and political strategy in 
this movement.15

Indigenous Environmental Justice Defies 
a Purely Localized Analysis

The struggle at Standing Rock reverberated across the world. The movement 
brought international attention and media coverage to the Sioux’s resistance efforts 
against the decimation of sacred burial sites, the ongoing encroachment of the 
U.S. government and private corporations on Native land, and the contamination 
of the Missouri River. One of the reasons this resonance carried so far and wide 
is because Standing Rock is only one of multiple frontlines of resistance that aim 
to conceive of decolonization as foundational to environmental justice. Indige-
nous peoples are leading the fight for environmental justice not just here on Tur-
tle Island, but all over the globe.

In North Sikkim, India, for example, Lepcha Indigenous youth went on a hun-
ger strike to protest against the Indian Power Ministry’s plan to develop seven 
hydroelectric dams as a means to increase energy production in the Himalayan 
states.16 Citing the failure of the Indian government to foster employment oppor-
tunities in a country beset by endemic poverty and deprivation, these Indigenous 
youth were critically questioning a state- directed development agenda that does 
not serve the interests of the community. They were able to garner enough inter-
national attention that four out of the seven hydroelectric projects were canceled.

Further exemplifying the plurality of a transnational Indigenous movement at 
the forefront of environmental action and climate justice,17 Indigenous peoples in 
Cambodia are on the frontlines of halting rampant deforestation, land grabbing, 
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of Ratanakiri, Indigenous communities are making visible the impacts of climate 
change that have already drastically altered their livelihoods and ways of living. 
They are calling attention to the contamination of food and water sources caused 
by development projects that have come alongside globalization— projects that are 
often positioned by the Cambodian government as beneficial for the economic 
prosperity of the country. Lack of rainfall has created dire conditions in a country 
where 80 percent of the population relies on agriculture.

One can also turn to Ecuador, and numerous other countries in South and Cen-
tral America, where Indigenous peoples are vociferously staging a battle against 
neoliberal economic agendas that have devastated communities, increased pov-
erty and inequality, and threaten the very existence of the Amazon. They are the 
makers of a political revolution that centers the universal right to water, the pro-
tection of biodiversity, and the redistribution of lands unjustly seized.

Taken together, this window into the multiple, worldwide struggles to pro-
tect the land, water, and air unquestionably shows us that environmental jus-
tice is firmly rooted in Indigenous political strategies advancing decolonization. 
Resistance efforts, like the one at Standing Rock, defy purely localized analysis. 
Importantly, they remind us of the symbolic and political power the #NoDAPL 
movement has that can inspire, legitimize, and speak to future similar resistance 
efforts across a range of locations. As the battle over our planet plays out, this win-
dow into resistance also sends a message about who should be leading us.

NOTES

 1. In this essay, “Indigenous peoples” refers to the original inhabitants that occu-
pied the land of Turtle Island (North America) prior to colonization. I am fully 
aware that this term does not signify a singular common identity or lived expe-
rience among people who are marked or self- identify as such. As Alice Feldman 
observes of the international Indigenous movement: “In international contexts, 
Indigenous peoples have sought to articulate a unifying and politically operational 
identity emanating from their shared experiences of colonialism and goals of self- 
determination, as well as the diversity of their localized experiences and immedi-
ate needs. They have drawn upon cultural traditions, both intact and fragmented, 
to construct and empower an overarching ‘Indigenousness’ that is simultaneously 
hybrid. Recognition of their identity as peoples and nations who have legitimate 
claims to the rights and means of sovereignty and self- determination constitutes the 
foundation of this collective consciousness and the claims it animates, and serves 
as a central vehicle for change.” For further reading, see Alice Feldman, “Trans-
forming Peoples and Subverting States: Developing a Pedagogical Approach to the 
Study of Indigenous Peoples and Ethnocultural Movements,” Ethnicities 1, no. 2 
(2001): 147– 78 (quote from 150).
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 2. Katie Mazer et al., Mapping a Many Headed Hydra: The Struggle over the Dakota 
Access Pipeline, Infrastructure Otherwise Report no. 001 (2017), http://infrastructure 
otherwise.org, offers an excellent synopsis of the Dakota Access Pipeline and related 
pipeline projects.

 3. For an account of the Keystone Pipeline oil spill in South Dakota, which leaked 
200,000 gallons of oil, see Robinson Meyer, “200,000 Gallons of Oil Spill from the 
Keystone Pipeline,” The Atlantic, November 16, 2017.

 4. Zoe Todd, “Relationships,” Cultural Anthropology, July 21, 2016, https://culanth 
.org/fieldsights/relationships.

 5. Glen Coulthard, “For Our Nations to Live, Capitalism Must Die,” Unsettling America: 
Decolonization in Theory & Practice, November 5, 2013, https://unsettlingamerica 
.wordpress.com.

 6. Kyle Powys Whyte, “Is It Colonial Déjà Vu? Indigenous Peoples and Climate Injus-
tice,” in Humanities for the Environment: Integrating Knowledges, Forging New Con-
stellations of Practice, ed. Joni Adamson and Michael Davis (London: Routledge, 
2017), 90.

 7. Heidi Kiiwetinepinesiik Stark, “Criminal Empire: The Making of the Savage in a 
Lawless Land,” Theory and Event 19, no. 4 (2016), https://muse.jhu.edu/.

 8. “The construction of Indigenous resistance as criminal activity produced an envi-
ronment where Indigenous lands could be legally stolen and Indigenous leaders 
could be legally murdered under the dominion of settler laws”: Stark, “Criminal 
Empire.”

 9. Kyle Powys Whyte, “The Dakota Access Pipeline, Environmental Justice, and U.S. 
Colonialism,” RED INK 19, no. 1 (Spring 2017): 154– 69.

 10. These methods of deliberate political suppression took the form of aerial surveil-
lance and radio eavesdropping, infiltration of camps and activist circles, and the 
reaping of information from social media— all of which fed directly into FBI and 
local police tactics of violent containment (e.g., water cannons, armored vehicles, 
rubber bullets, tear gas, attack dogs, the deployment of snipers, and physical road 
blockades). As the article explains, “the leaked materials not only highlight Tiger-
Swan’s militaristic approach protecting its client’s interests but also the company’s 
profit- driven imperative to portray the nonviolent water protector movement as 
unpredictable and menacing enough to justify the continued need for extraordinary 
security measures”: Alleen Brown, Will Parrish, and Alice Speri, “Leaked Docu-
ments Reveal Counterterrorism Tactics Used at Standing Rock to ‘Defeat Pipeline 
Insurgencies,’” The Intercept, May 27, 2017, https://theintercept.com.

 11. For an excellent exposition of the hypersurveillance technology and tactics of crim-
inalization used by settler states like the United States and Canada, including the 
positioning of Indigenous peoples as “extremists” and “domestic terrorists,” see 
Shiri Pasternak, Grounded Authority: The Algonquins of Barriere Lake against the 
State (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017).
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241 12. Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, “Not Murdered, Not Missing: Rebelling Against 

Colonial Gender Violence,” March 5, 2014, https://www.leannesimpson.ca/.
 13. According to Wilson, the term “two- spirit” is drawn from a traditional world view 

that affirms the inseparability of the experience of Indigenous peoples’ sexuality 
from the experience of their culture and community. For further reflection, see Alex 
Wilson, “How We Find Ourselves: Identity Development and Two Spirit People,” 
Harvard Educational Review 66, no. 2 (1996): 303– 18.

 14. See http://rezpectourwater.com/ for more information on the youth- led Rezpect 
Our Water campaign.

 15. Erin Marie Konsmo and A. M. Kahealani Pacheco, Violence on the Land, Violence 
on Our Bodies: Building an Indigenous Response to Environmental Violence (Berke-
ley: Women’s Earth Alliance; Toronto: Native Youth Sexual Health Network, 2016).

 16. Mabel D. Gergan, “Precarity and Possibility: On Being Young and Indigenous in 
Sikkim, India,” Himalaya, the Journal of the Association for Nepal and Himalayan 
Studies 34, no. 2 (2014): 67– 80.

 17. Indigenous People NGO Network, The Rights of Indigenous Peoples in Cambodia 
(UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, 2010).
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V.
EDUCATION AND CRITICAL PEDAGOGIES

“Tipi.” Photograph by Jaida Grey Eagle.
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RED PRAXIS
LESSONS FROM MASHANTUCKET TO STANDING ROCK

Sandy Grande, Natalie Avalos, Jason Mancini,  
Christopher Newell, and endawnis Spears

What affects one, affects all, so we stand together united.
— Nakai Clearwater Northup, Mashantucket Pequot, Youth Council

Our women have given our wombs, our breast milk, our whisper- 
sung lullaby prayers, our ceremony and our community for this day: 
to follow our youth as they lead us into a sustained future. From our 
corner of the world in Mashantucket, this has given us the means 
to talk more urgently about empowerment, land and fishing rights, 
sovereignty, and the inherent power of our women called forward to 
protect mother earth.
— endawnis Spears, Mashantucket Pequot Museum and Research Center

We write as a diverse group of scholars and cultural workers who work both in 
and outside the academy. In the fall of 2016, against the shadow of Standing Rock, 
we came together around our mutual work and concern for Native communi-
ties,1 Indigenous sovereignty, water, land, and each other to convene a teach- in on 
#NoDAPL at Connecticut College, a central location among us in New London, 
Connecticut.2 In the spirit of the prayer camps, we aimed to (re)create a communal, 
collaborative, and educational space inclusive of youth, elders, scholars, and com-
munity members that was intentionally diverse at the same time it stayed grounded 
in the history, knowledge, and experience of Indigenous peoples.

The teach- in provided a space to present a history and context for Standing 
Rock and to hear how local Indigenous peoples were affected by it. The diversity 
of perspectives and experiences created an entry point to discuss the intercon-
nected web of dispossession as well as the kind of transformative resistance that is 
possible by working in coalition. For example, Christopher Newell’s testimony on 
Passamaquoddy land disputes and endawnis Spears’s call to recognize the earth as 
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our mother remind us that these settler projects continue to affect Native nations 
across the United States and the Americas. The overarching goal was to develop 
collective understanding of the parallel mechanisms of settler dispossession faced 
by Indigenous peoples locally, nationally, and even globally.

It has been over a year since the teach- in and questions regarding the signifi-
cance and impact of Standing Rock have continued to circulate in our circles and 
the broader public discourse: What did the “victory” at Standing Rock teach us? 
What are the most effective means of intervention: Peaceful protest? Direct action? 
Ceremony and prayer? As the Trump administration takes greater aim at existing 
environmental protections while also emboldening corporate tricksters such as 
Energy Transfer Partners,3 such questions have taken on greater urgency. Across 
the nation, peoples have rallied against what is perceived as a rise in authoritari-
anism: the abuse of executive power, the disregard for human rights, the enforce-
ment of arbitrary borders and boundaries, and the ongoing treatment of land and 
water as corporate commodities.

For us, however, such developments are understood not as an aberration but 
rather as an extension of the settler colonial project. The campaign for “Native 
elimination” has always been waged through the collective actions of presidents, 
statesmen, generals, university officials, and church leaders.4 For more than two 
hundred years, the settler state has relentlessly worked, through strategies of reli-
gious conversion, child abduction, forced assimilation,5 and the rule of law, to “kill 
the Indian and save the man.” This context informs our collective understanding 
of the colonial present as well as our ongoing struggles to defend Indigenous land 
and ways of life. That said, in the time that has passed between Standing Rock and 
now, we have all felt compelled to reexamine the myriad ways in which the most 
recent expressions of “Native elimination” impact our work and communities.

While, as Native and non- Native peoples, we are differently situated in our rela-
tionships to Indigenous communities, we are all educators. And, as educators, we 
each engage pedagogy as both land based and place specific, literally grounding our 
teachings in the history and context of where we work: the traditional territories 
of the Pequot or “people of the shallow water.”6 What is now known as southeast-
ern Connecticut were once Pequot villages dotted along the coastline, including a 
place called Nameag. In 1646, the English settled at Nameag and shortly afterward 
relocated five villages, renamed Nameag as New London and the Pequot River, the 
Thames. Now the college occupies this place/space, and the majority of students, 
faculty, staff, and townspeople who walk its grounds have no knowledge that they 
walk on Pequot land.7

Beyond this common ground, we undertake the questions and issues raised 
by Standing Rock from different perspectives and disciplinary fields. Specifi-
cally, as a scholar of Native American and Indigenous religious traditions, Natalie 
Avalos (Chicana/Apache descent)8 thinks about the metaphysical dimensions of 
Native resistance and how to translate this dynamic to students as one that shapes 
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247earth and human relationships. As museum educators, Jason Mancini, endawnis 
Spears (Diné, Ojibwe, Chickasaw), and Christopher Newell (Passamaquoddy) 
look to influence social change by making the lived experience of Native peoples— 
historical and contemporary— integral to the ways in which Indigenous educa-
tional institutions engage the broader public. And, as a scholar of Native studies 
and education, Sandy Grande (Quechua) pushes us to consider the pedagogical 
implications of Indigenous social and political life. Our collective work evidences 
the ways in which the issues central to Standing Rock are not limited to a geo-
graphic location.

The spirit and teachings of the movement have penetrated and reinvigorated 
our ongoing work to connect peoples with the spaces and places they inhabit, rean-
imate hidden histories and cultural landscapes, and amplify the effective leader-
ship and voices of Native peoples. As we work beyond the teach- in we focus more 
expressly on challenging the structures and politics of Indigenous erasure. We 
begin by drawing parallels between the history of Native dispossession among the 
Pequots and Standing Rock, drawing forth historical continuities of Indigenous 
resistance. Next, we offer two examples of how Standing Rock has informed and 
animated our respective efforts to teach about Native peoples and issues. Finally, 
we end with discussion of how the teachings of Standing Rock are relevant well 
beyond the issue of the pipeline, speaking to the more generalized concern of a 
settler state still intent on the eliminative logics of accumulation and extraction.

Making Native Histories Present

What the Standing Rock movement provided Indigenous peoples, 
not just in the United States, but around the world, is an opportu-
nity, a foot in the door, a spotlight, a chance to engage in a conver-
sation about Indigenous issues in a meaningful way. We are often 
denied the opportunity to talk about any kind of topic that has res-
onance to our shared experiences and daily lives. “Americans” love 
to ask Indians about their jewelry, their spirituality, their long black 
hair and high cheekbones, their dances and “costumes.” What they 
are more ignorant of or more reluctant to talk about, is their actual 
lived experience. The meaningful. The deep. The colonization. The 
denied access to our sacred lands, to our languages, to healthy bod-
ies. The exploitation of our dead. What the Water Protectors and the 
social movement they sparked gave us was an opportunity to talk 
about something real.
— endawnis Spears, Mashantucket Pequot Museum and Research Center

Glancing back from Standing Rock to Jacksonian America, the struggle to protect 
and retain unceded Native land was in full effect in the north as Indian removal was 
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being brutally undertaken in the south. By 1822 New England’s tribes had already 
been enumerated by the U.S. War Department and were being “managed” by state 
governments through appointed “guardians.” Among other affairs, guardians over-
saw the division and leasing of tribal lands to non- Natives, a corrupt process that 
opened the floodgates of settler access to tribal lands and resources. It was against 
this backdrop in 1833 that a young Methodist minister and Pequot Indian, Rev. 
William Apess, and members of the Mashpee Wampanoag Tribe attempted to 
regain legal and political control over Mashpee lands in Cape Cod, Massachusetts.

In their efforts to reclaim land and jurisdiction, Apess and the Mashpee peace-
fully confronted a group of white men who were stealing timber. For this action, 
the men were arrested and imprisoned for “assault and trespass” as well as “tried 
and convicted . . . for riot” on tribal lands (O’Connell 1992, 193, 200). The events 
were reported in the news in decidedly uneven terms. For example, while one local 
paper described the Indians as “troublesome” and engaging in “war- like move-
ments,” another account underscored the issue of Indian sovereignty writing, “we 
are still at a loss to know under what law these Indians were found guilty of riot, 
in preventing their own wood from being carried off their own land” (O’Connell 
1992, 198, 202).

In response, Apess also produced his own chronicle of events published in 1835 
as “Indian Nullification of the Unconstitutional Laws of Massachusetts Relative 
to the Marshpee Tribe; or, The Pretended Riot Explained” (O’Connell 1992, 163– 
274). His account detailed the abuses of white settlers against their “red brethren,” 
the encroachment on Indian lands and rights, and the misrepresentation of Native 
peoples and issues in the media. Apess’s analysis noted the ways in which the non-
violent protest of the Indians was manipulated in the Massachusetts press writing, 
“our affairs got into the public prints, and it was reported through the whole land 
that there were hostile movements among the Indians at Cape Cod. . . . All the 
editors were very willing to speak on the favorite topic of Indian wrongs; but very 
few of them said anything about redress” (O’Connell 1992, 190).

The parallels between the incident at Mashpee (1833) and Standing Rock are 
noteworthy insofar as they indicate how little has changed in terms of the (mis)rep-
resentation of Indian resistance in nearly two hundred years. That is, nonviolent 
actions to (re)claim Indigenous land and sovereignty are still being met by swift 
and violent state suppression that is both under-  and misreported by the media. 
As discouraging as this might seem, the trials of Apess and the Mashpee also evi-
dence how Indigenous resistance and agency have been unrelenting in the face of 
settler violence. Their example not only points to historical continuities among 
forms of Native resistance— including nonviolent action and ceremony— but also 
suggests a praxis of Indigenous protest that, if drawn upon, may be instructive for 
contemporary movements.

For instance, from the Ghost Dance to the American Indian Movement, Native 
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employing ceremony as a form of resistance and protest (Irwin 2008; Kelley 2014). 
In the Indigenous- led movements of Decolonize Oakland and (Un)Occupy Albu-
querque (sister movements to Occupy Wall Street), for example, prayer and cer-
emony were employed as integral components of a broader critique of economic 
exploitation and empire. Similarly, the Idle No More (INM) movement in Canada 
staged public ceremony as a means of drawing attention to the ongoing violations 
of Native treaty rights and sovereignty,9 wherein round dances transformed malls 
and town squares into spaces of decolonial contention. Indigenous peoples in the 
United States acted in solidarity with their relatives to the north, staging similar 
gatherings aimed at publicly decrying the continued abuses of settler states. Prayer 
and ceremony were salient features within and across these movements, serving as 
one of the central means by which Native and non- Native peoples came together 
around the shared goal of decolonization.

The grounding of Indigenous resistance in spiritual practice has been a per-
sistent feature of Indigenous protest and social movement building. When the 
#NoDAPL warriors positioned themselves as “protectors,” they were foreground-
ing their responsibility to be good relatives, which, in part, means to protect and 
nurture the life force of the earth as a spiritual entity. Similarly, Standing Rock 
emerged as a “prayer camp” because the grounds in question are sacred, a site of 
ceremony and ancestral knowledge. The lands and water of the Oceti Sakowin 
have their own teachings and are understood as both essential and instructive to 
life. Thus, to protect them is to protect life.

Indigenous peoples from all over the world gathered at the prayer camps to 
collectively honor their relations, supplicating the spirit world for guidance as they 
assumed their roles as protectors of the land. In such contexts, ceremony is often 
enacted as a means of coalescing power; song, dance, and prayer become part of 
a decolonial practice of stewardship. Those gathered prayed protection into being, 
not only to protect the treaty lands of the Oceti Sakowin but also for humanity’s 
collective need for water, and for the water itself. Through this decolonial recla-
mation of sacred place and purpose, they assert their right and responsibility to 
serve as protectors. These assertions inhere both ontological claims— this is who 
Indigenous peoples are and what they need to do to remain Indigenous peoples— 
and epistemological claims: the land has knowledge that is instructive and guides 
Indigenous peoples to live in a good way.

Lakota scholar Vine Deloria Jr. marked the chasm of difference between “West-
ern” and Native peoples as being partly rooted in their distinct metaphysics, the 
first ordered through time and the latter through place (Deloria 1994). This under-
standing helps to illuminate the incommensurability between Indigenous world 
views that perceive land as relation and “Western” conceptions of land as inert 
matter (not alive and therefore without rights). Which raises the question: How 
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do we as educators challenge not only pedagogical approaches that serve to erase, 
marginalize, and misrepresent Native American peoples and histories but also the 
more deeply held belief systems that endanger Indigenous lifeways?

In the next section we discuss how we undertake this question within our 
distinct yet overlapping roles and professional fields. Specifically, we provide two 
examples of how the complex politics of Standing Rock resonate with but also 
deepen our approaches to teaching. The first provides an example of teaching in 
the public sphere, the Mashantucket Pequot Museum, and the second in a more 
traditionally academic one, Connecticut College. Both of these institutional spaces 
have historically served projects of white supremacy and Native dispossession. We 
demonstrate how the inverse is possible. Considered together the examples illus-
trate the importance of historical context, the centrality of Native ethics and reli-
gious lifeways, and the increased salience of Indigenous or Red Pedagogies (see 
Grande 2015). In this way, history, ideology, and immaterial life provide ways to 
contextualize the Native present.

Red Pedagogy and Praxis

The Museum as Site of Decolonial Praxis

As an educator, I have witnessed the anger of many college students 
after they learn the real history of Native peoples. They demand to 
know why they were never taught this history before. Americans 
don’t necessarily choose to be ignorant about Native America; the 
system of education sets them up for it.
— Christopher Newell, Mashantucket Pequot Museum and Research Center

When the youth from the Mashantucket Pequot Tribal Nation began making plans 
to travel to North Dakota to join the Standing Rock camp, they did so with the 
knowledge that the present is entwined with the past. They understood that this 
war against Native peoples and expressed desire of colonizers to possess Native 
resources and homelands began with their ancestors and the Pequot War of 1636– 
37. Understanding that this narrative of conflict, dispossession, and erasure has 
repeated itself ceaselessly over the centuries, the young warriors took to the road, 
traveling together with the support and allyship of the museum director, Jason 
Mancini.10

While the youth understood how their histories were connected, Standing 
Rock provided a backdrop against which the depth of American ignorance was 
revealed. That is, before Standing Rock, the plight of continued Native disposses-
sion was virtually unknown to most of the nation. As museum educators we often 
contend with the ways in which U.S. history is structured and taught to confine 
Native peoples to the past, making the Native present appear impossible. Moreover, 
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patrons have never met an Indigenous person. They base their knowledge on what 
they have learned in school: the story of the first Thanksgiving, manifest destiny, 
and westward expansion and the “discovery” of America, all of which are funda-
mentally rooted in the mythical claims of terra nullius and white supremacy.11

Such false narratives function to normalize Indigenous dispossession. The 
emergence of Standing Rock suggests that teaching U.S. history accurately, with 
intellectual integrity and an eye toward Indigenous erasure and misrepresentation, 
is more important now than ever. The experience and witnessing of the Mashan-
tucket Pequot delegation inspired and served as a catalyst for the museum to 
develop new programming and partnerships more directly aimed at accurately 
narrating the history of southeastern Connecticut as not only Pequot land but 
also occupied territory.12 The broader public awareness and curiosity engendered 
by Standing Rock provided the latitude that staff needed to more pointedly draw 
attention to the colonialist nature of school curricula (e.g., the erasures from his-
tory texts, the prevalence of Indian mascots in schools) and to the ongoing denial 
of access to traditional lands (and therefore lifeways) for Native nations in Con-
necticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, New York, and beyond.

For most visitors, a trip to the Pequot Museum is their first opportunity to 
learn about Native history and culture from Indigenous peoples and perspec-
tives. Indeed, the museum was established to tell the Pequot story from a Pequot 
point of view, designed to speak truth to power and act as a voice of advocacy 
to change the narrative of Native histories, peoples, and cultures. Moreover, as 
a tribally owned and operated facility, the museum not only has a responsibility 
to promote more accurate tellings of history but also to underscore that “Amer-
ican History Starts Here!” on Pequot land.13 That is, Pequot territory is ground 
zero in the ongoing struggle between Native peoples and settler society with the 
Pequot War standing as one of the most definitive moments in the formation of 
the United States. Thus, while Standing Rock may have called the world’s attention 
to the ways in which colonization is ongoing, the Pequot War marks the beginning 
of the unrelenting march of settler colonialism across the nation. For this reason 
among many, museum staff hold that the teaching of pre- Revolutionary Ameri-
can history— in Connecticut public schools and beyond— should begin with and 
center Pequot history.

Specifically, the Pequot War (1636– 37), the Treaty of Hartford (1638), and the 
creation of the first “sequestered” or “reserved” lands in Connecticut— Golden 
Hill (1639), Noank (1651), and Mashantucket (1666)— should be taught as deci-
sive moments in the history of Indigenous dispossession that not only alienated 
Native peoples from their homelands and each other but also cleared the path for 
white settlement. By 1856 when the Pequot came to the stunning realization that 
seven hundred (of around nine hundred) acres had been auctioned off, the tribe 
petitioned the state of Connecticut against the “Land Sale” imploring, “We have 
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been bereved of our native land, we have been torn from the breast of our mother 
Country which has nursed our generations for many a century, yet notwithstand-
ing all this, our bosom treasures has been torn from our arms without our consent 
and our bread has been torn from our mouths without any Justification whatever” 
(Connecticut General Assembly Papers).

The strategy of “remove to replace” as theorized by Patrick Wolfe (2006), lies 
at the heart of the settler colonial “logic of elimination” (388).14 Played out over 
five hundred years through strategies of accumulation and extraction, eliminatory 
logics have resulted in the loss of over nine million acres of Indian land in what 
is now the region of southern New England. And for Native peoples, the loss of 
land results in the loss of life. Thus, teaching about the Pequot War, especially in 
Connecticut schools, not only challenges historical narratives that champion set-
tler aggression as American exceptionalism but also explores how the violence 
of colonization unfolded and continues to impact the local Native communities. 
Students should know that “history” begins long before the arrival of the first set-
tlers and that this land was home to Indigenous peoples for at least twelve thou-
sand years prior.

The significance of these historical continuities is the reason why museum staff 
organize exhibits and events around broader themes and “key issues in Indian 
Country” as opposed to chronological orderings that reify false narratives of Amer-
ican progress. Programs invite audiences to reflect on their own presence on and 
occupation of Indigenous homelands, peeling back the layers of settler implication 
while also simultaneously revealing the rich cultural space of Native peoples and 
traditions hidden in their plain sight. While museum staff have long considered 
ways to engage the broader public in issues of contemporary significance to Native 
peoples, Standing Rock allowed these efforts to be reinvigorated in extraordinary 
ways that deepened not only public awareness but also our own commitments and 
relations with local Indigenous communities, scholars, and educational institu-
tions. Together we are working with local teachers to rethink and revise school 
curricula, moving away from decontextualized notions of “culture” and focusing 
on history, human rights, and social justice. Through such efforts, the museum is 
leaning into a future that honors Indigenous sovereignty, which is a way of saying 
land, water, and all of their relations.

The Metaphysics of Resistance: Teaching Native 
American and Indigenous Religious Traditions

Dr. Natalie Avalos teaches several courses on Native American and Indigenous 
religious traditions at Connecticut College. The goal of these courses is to under-
stand a Native American and Indigenous philosophical present, given overlapping 
histories of colonialism. Her approach provides another example of making Native 
voices, world views, and resistance visible but in a traditional classroom setting. In 
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on environmental dispossession as another effect of settler logics of elimination. 
Indigenous philosophies of land/living serve as the foundation for challenging 
dominant assumptions about land as inert and for understanding earth justice 
as an existential goal tethered to human and other- than- human survival. Native- 
centered narratives about the responsibility to maintain good relations with the 
spiritual forces immanent in the land help students understand Indigenous views 
of land as having a sacred dimension that is morally instructive. For example, some 
readings explore Indigenous views of plants as persons and teachers, such as the 
Three Sisters: corn, beans, and squash. As understood by the Pequot, the familial 
relationship of these sister plants asks that they be grown together, and science has 
confirmed that the coplanting produces a natural nitrogen cycle that fertilizes the 
soil, preventing depletion.15 As students consider the ethical instructions provided 
by these three sisters, they begin to recognize the value and mutually beneficial 
outcomes of interdependence broadly construed.

Integral to understanding Indigenous perspectives is exploring how the uni-
verse is perceived as alive and sentient. That is, the material world is understood 
to be a physical expression of the immaterial, a distinct expression of life force or 
“spirit,” referred to as wakan tanka by the Lakota, usen by the Apache, and manu-
too by the Pequot (Deloria 1994; Deloria and Wildcat 2001; DeMallie and Parks 
1987; Cordova 2007). Since all persons, human and other- than- human (i.e., plants, 
animals, rivers, winds, mountains), are expressions of spirit, they are understood 
to be interconnected and contingent. Here, the individual is understood as coex-
tensive with a larger social body that is at once material and immaterial. In times 
of need, the people use prayer and ceremony to propitiate the spirit world, asking 
for strength and guidance. In return for all that the land provides, the people act 
as good stewards, protecting and nurturing the life force within it. In short, the 
land looks after the people and the people look after the land in a mutually self- 
sustaining, reciprocal relationship.

While spirit is understood to be a fundamental characteristic of the greater uni-
verse, it is also particular to place, as illustrated in peoples’ origin stories. Through 
prayer, ceremony, and other communications, Native peoples come to learn and 
honor the proper protocols for living on their land (Deloria and Wildcat 2001; Kel-
ley 2014). These religious lifeways are revelation based, emerging through ongo-
ing conversations between the people and the spirit world. Maintaining reciprocal 
relationships to sacred lands of cultural significance to the tribe— as a place of 
origin, revelation, and/or collective memory— is central to everyday life. In this 
way, Native religious practice is dynamic, always changing to meet the needs of 
the community.

Given the (literally) grounded nature of Indigenous religious life, teaching 
about it not only requires transmission of tribally specific religious views and 
ethics but also a context for understanding the persecution of Native religion by 
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settler colonial forces. The devoutly monotheistic pilgrims, conquistadors, and 
various Christian missionaries framed Indigenous metaphysical worlds as flawed 
and “primitive” knowledge systems, which, in turn, justified Native dispossession. 
Like the criminalization of Native protest referred to above, Native religion was 
systematically outlawed through the Religious Crimes Code of 1883. What set-
tlers did not realize was that because Native religious practice is experiential and 
the spirit world is an immanent dimension of land, it can never be destroyed.16

Course texts and films help students explore how Indigenous religious life con-
tinued in secret or veiled ways among many tribes as well as how contemporary 
efforts for religious continuity help to strengthen relationships within communi-
ties, supporting mobilizations of anticolonial resistance. By making the relation-
ship between the criminalization of Native religions and cultural genocide more 
salient, students begin to understand religious continuity as a profound form of 
Indigenous protest. Such teaching is, thus, by definition, not just “interdisciplinary” 
or justice oriented but rather tethered to the deepest questions of meaning, the 
sacred, and ultimate concern.

By putting the metaphysical insights that come from and with teaching Native 
American religious traditions in conversation with local/national Native histories, 
we are able to counter the profoundly limited views of the universe as inert matter 
so normativized in settler society. If we want to effectively address climate change 
and other forms of environmental destruction, we have to consider how such a 
materialistic view abets the malevolence of empire: unsustainable growth, reckless 
development, human rights violations, and extractive economies. The disposses-
sion of conquest in the Americas is born out of the same set of ethics that bore 
unmanaged resource extraction. If we want to fight climate crises then we need 
to reevaluate our ethics, not only in terms of human- to- human relationships but 
also human- to- land and human- to- water relations.

Standing Rock teaches us that understanding the value of interdependence 
among peoples and the nonhuman world is critical. The metaphysics of Indige-
nous stewardship force us to reckon with the ways in which the land is both spirit 
and sovereign, exposing the limits of settler logics. When we accept that land is 
sentient, alive, and watching us, we better understand its significance as a place 
of revelation; land is conversant with human life and not a passive object for use 
and abuse. We learn to contemplate the possibility that immaterial forms of power 
transcend human authority and that the land itself may actually be a space for lis-
tening, guidance, and divination. Students, moreover, are left with the realization 
that the burden of environmental justice cannot fall to Indigenous peoples alone; 
the teachings implore them to reflect on how the health and well- being of all peo-
ples is interdependent with the health and well- being of the planet. In this way, 
the centering of Indigenous religious life through prayer and ceremony at Stand-
ing Rock wages a metaphysical war against settler colonialism.
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Indigenous struggles against the settler state, against capitalist accu-
mulation and extraction represent the front line of critical praxis. 
The struggle calls all of us to stage and register our collective voices 
and bodies against Native elimination. Against corporate and capi-
talist greed that is bleeding the earth dry. That is raping our grand-
mother. That is intent on normalizing a state of precarity for peoples 
and beings made most vulnerable by the false promise of an Amer-
ica that never was.
— Sandy Grande

Beginning with the teach- in, the Standing Rock movement both reenergized and 
ignited new collaborations among our various work sites: the museum, the college, 
local schools, and the Mashantucket Pequot reservation community. The over-
whelming and positive response to our collective teachings across these spaces 
suggests a deepening desire among the broader public to learn and to learn more 
accurately about Native peoples, histories, and cultures. It is, however, a con-
stant challenge that requires an exhausting level of vigilance as the desire to make 
“the Native” disappear— to forget, deny, and disavow Indigeneity— is so deeply 
ingrained as the default setting of settler logics. Even in moments when the nation’s 
history of racial terror returns to haunt the present, Native peoples are erased. For 
example, in the wake of the “Unite the Right” rally (2017) staged by white national-
ists in Charlottesville, Virginia, “race talk” once again dominated public discourse. 
For the most part, however, talk turned around the familiar and false binary of race 
and Black– white, wherein slavery is discussed as the “original sin” of the nation 
and the civil rights movement as the horizon of democracy. While such issues are 
of grave importance, erased from this version of history is the nation’s centuries’ 
long war against Native peoples, the prior and enduring sovereignty of Indigenous 
peoples, and the continued occupation of their lands.

Such omissions and misrepresentations, if addressed at all, are most often “cor-
rected” by inviting Indigenous peoples into the fold, adding their perspectives and 
voices to the multicultural narrative of “America.” Strategies of recognition and 
inclusion do little to address the more fundamental question of Indigenous sover-
eignty. That is, Native peoples have long demonstrated that their central desire is 
not to be included into the settler state, but rather to have their prior and endur-
ing sovereignty abided and acknowledged.

Toward this end, we advocate critical Indigenous pedagogies grounded in the 
fundamental connections among place, power, and knowledge that require educa-
tors to take interruptive aim at the settler logics that pervade schools and society. 
Making such conceptual and pedagogical shifts requires a contestation of settler 
logics, particularly as transmitted through multicultural discourses of inclusion 
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that privilege a “tolerance for difference” over analyses of power. For example, 
Trump’s now infamous claim that the Charlottesville rally evidenced “blame” and 
“bad people” on “both sides” cast a spotlight not only on his own convictions, but 
also on the dangers of a politics that refuses to acknowledge relations of power and 
domination. That is, one that parodies justice through (false) claims to impartiality, 
moral equivalence, and “diversity.” Actual resistance demands an understanding 
of history through relations of power. Without such a commitment, young peo-
ple will continue to be enlisted into “the great lies of America: that we are a nation 
of laws and not random power, that we are governed by representation and not 
executive order; and that we stand as a self- determined citizenry and not blood 
or aristocracy” (Grande 2015, 50).

Standing Rock demonstrates the persistence of these settler logics. Through 
their actions and inactions, the United States violated the treaty rights of the Oceti 
Sakowin as well as denied their religious freedom, their right to protect what is 
sacred. In this sense, Standing Rock also demands a reconsideration of how we 
teach about the (im)material world. Even if some peoples do not have experiences 
of the sacred and its power, others do. And while we might not be able to recon-
cile these competing experiences, we can acknowledge that when the earth and its 
inhabitants are treated with respect and dignity, we all benefit. Everyone depends 
on the earth for food, clothing, and shelter and relies on its cycles of days, months, 
and years to carry us through life. One need not perceive the world as sacred in 
order to see that we are sustained by the plants, the animals, the trees, the moun-
tains, and the waters. They give us life. We need them in order to live.

From the Pequot’s refusal to relent to the New England colonists, to the Oceti 
Sakowin’s refusal of Lewis and Clark, Native peoples struggle against settler descen-
dants in New England, Bismarck, and across this land who are given license to 
enact white supremacy every day. Among our own efforts to address these aims, 
Sandy Grande continues her work through her support of the Defenders of the 
Water School,17 started by Alayna Eagle Shield on the ground at Standing Rock, 
Natalie Avalos continues to develop critical Indigenous pedagogies that not only 
articulate earth- centered ethics but also Native voices and epistemologies as gen-
erative sites of resistance in the classroom, and Jason, endawnis, and Chris con-
tinue their work on “narrative change” with their new partnership (the Akomawt 
Educational Initiative) through a growing set of new alliances with the University 
of Connecticut, Connecticut College, and the Upstander Project, revising and 
Indigenizing K– 12 Native studies curricula across the region.

All of the above underscores how Standing Rock was and is so much more than 
a people’s struggle against a pipeline. For us the struggle is about:

The refusal of alternative facts— that we need more fossil fuel, more extraction, 
more oil; that climate change is a myth; and that we should trust a multibillion 
dollar industry to tell the truth about renewable energy.
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centuries’ long service on the front lines of settler encroachment.

The rule of law and this nation’s obligation to not only abide by Native treaties 
but also their own laws and policies (e.g., the Paris agreements).

The refusal of state violence such as the use of hired mercenaries to serve and 
protect the interests of corporations and property, not peoples.

The future of this so- called democracy and the right to speak freely, protest, 
demand, resist, and protect, outside of zones, walls, and perimeters.

The recognition of the power of the people and strengthening solidarities 
between Black and Indigenous communities that remain in the sight lines of 
settler desire. This is about liberation.

Finally, the struggle is about land and water. It is about the Mini Sosi, the Mis-
souri River that gives life to so many. We struggle for her life and the right to prac-
tice our collective responsibility to protect her for all that she provides. Which is 
to say, it is about ceremony, prayer, and Native women as carriers of water who 
also give life. We work in honor of them, the waters of the Quinnitukqut, and the 
lands of Nameag.

Water Is Life.

NOTES

 1. For the purposes of this chapter, the terms Indigenous and Native peoples will be 
used interchangeably. The UN Special Rapporteur, José Martínez Cobo (1981, 1) 
initiated the following working definition of Indigenous peoples: Indigenous com-
munities, peoples, and nations are those that, having a historical continuity with 
preinvasion and precolonial societies that developed on their territories, consider 
themselves distinct from other sections of societies once prevailing in these terri-
tories or parts of them. They form at present nondominant sectors of society and 
are determined to preserve, develop, and transmit to future generations their ances-
tral territories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued existence 
as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social institutions, and 
legal systems (as cited in Dhillon 2017, 41– 42).

 2. Across the time of Standing Rock and the writing of this chapter there have been 
three teach- ins on the campus of Connecticut College. The first teach- in, on which 
this chapter is loosely based, included college faculty Natalie Avalos (religious 
studies), Sandy Grande (education), Michelle Neely (English), and Rijuta Mehta 
(English); Mashantucket Pequot Museum and Research Center staff Jason Mancini 
(director/archaeologist), Christopher Newell (educator), and endawnis Spears 
(educator); and multiple members from the southeastern Connecticut Indige-
nous community.

 3. “Trickster” figures in Indigenous literatures and oral traditions are seen as actors 
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that seek to either undermine or challenge protagonists, foiling, “tricking,” or caus-
ing them harm. Symbolically, they may represent the thwarting forces present in 
daily life that we must continually struggle with.

 4. See Wolfe (2006).
 5. Forced assimilation was enacted through a variety of means including mission and 

boarding schools and imposed citizenship. Both functioned to replace Indigenous 
understandings of land and kinship with settler capitalist notions of private prop-
erty and liberal notions of individual human/civil rights.

 6. The Pequot are a coastal tribe that has maintained rich maritime traditions centered 
on the estuaries of eastern Long Island Sound. Today Pequot territory is inhabited 
by three distinct, but related, polities: the Mashantucket Pequot Tribal Nation, the 
Eastern Pequot Tribal Nation, and the Mohegan Tribe.

 7. As noted by Patrick Wolfe (2006) “renaming” is a central feature of the “remove to 
replace” logics of settler colonialism.

 8. My mother was born in Mexico to a Nahua Indian father from Veracruz and 
French/Spanish mother from Jalisco. My father was born in California to a Mes-
calero Apache mother and mestizo father, both of whom were from New Mexico. 
Because I was raised in the Bay Area away from both sides of my Indigenous roots 
and communities I identify as a “Chicana of Apache descent,” to note that I am not 
an enrolled citizen of this Native nation. I include these details to mark how con-
temporary Native identity, particularly mixed and urban Indian identity, is fraught 
in diaspora.

 9. Idle No More is a woman- led grassroots movement rooted in Native sovereignty 
that seeks to protect the land and waters against abusive forms of environmental 
development. The call to rally Indigenous communities in this fight was initiated by 
Nina Wilson, Sylvia McAdam, Jessica Gordan, and Sheelah McLean in response to 
a Canadian bill that would strip Native tribes of their rights to decide how energy 
corporations would use tribal lands.

 10. While to the outside world, the director with a PhD may outrank the young tradi-
tionalists, in the world of Native social movements that Standing Rock helped to 
illustrate, the youth were both the originators and leaders.

 11. For example, see the work of Shear et al. (2015). Terra nullius is a Latin term that 
means “land belonging to no one” or “no man’s land.” The construct was used to 
frame land in the Americas as “empty” in order to justify settler colonization.

 12. Multiple trips from the Mashantucket Pequot Reservation to Standing Rock 
occurred in the fall of 2016. Travelers included Mashantucket Pequot Tribal mem-
bers Nakai Northup, Clifford Sebastian, Shaquanna Sebastian, Mylasia Thomas, 
Dominique Beltran, Lisa Reels, Wayne Reels, Jeremy Whipple, and Joshua Car-
ter as well as tribal employees Jason Mancini, Sherry Pocknett (Mashpee Wampa-
noag), Annawon Weeden (Mashpee Wampanoag), Chenae Bullock (Shinnecock), 
and Mashamoquet Myles (Diné, Mohegan).

 13. “American History Starts Here!” is a new initiative by the museum intended as a 
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European settlement. It also serves to make explicit the historical connection of 
Native peoples to the land that at Mashantucket spans at least twelve thousand years.

 14. Wolfe explains further, “The positive outcomes of the logic of elimination include 
officially encouraged miscegenation, the breaking- down of native title into alien-
able individual freeholds, native citizenship, child abduction, religious conversion, 
resocialization in total institutions such as missions or boarding schools, and a 
whole range of cognate biocultural assimilations” (2006, 388).

 15. This is an example of companion planting where the plants’ properties support one 
another’s growth. For instance, the corn stalk acts as a pole upon which the beans 
can grow; the shape of the squash leaves, broad in form and low to the ground, 
provide shade and maintain soil moisture.

 16. Even in instances where traditions have become disrupted due to colonial forces 
(e.g., missionization, compulsory schooling) recovery is possible through con-
certed, humble efforts to regenerate communication with the land and spirit and 
associated protocols; see Crawford O’Brien (2013); Afred (2005); and Kelley (2014).

 17. See Grande (2017).
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FOR STANDING ROCK
A MOVING DIALOGUE

Tomoki Mari Birkett and Teresa Montoya

This exchange of letters between two friends reflects on their trip to Standing Rock 
in November 2016 from their respective Diné/Indigenous and nonbinary mixed- race 
subjectivities. Given the media saturation and sensationalization of Standing Rock, this 
dialogue responds to the violence at its edges, the affects it inspired, and the refusals it 
asserted through an Indigenous movement that produced new practices of solidarity and 
intimacy to sustain anticolonial resistance. The exchange grapples with myriad forms of 
historical narrative, toxicity, environmental contamination, erasure, and solidarity from 
the authors’ locations, from the occupied Indigenous Southwest to Japan. They narrate 
Standing Rock as both grounded place and circulating set of concerns, affects, and 
memories carried with them through time and space. The photography traces threads 
of thought and feeling around Standing Rock, holding its promise for reinvigorating our 
relationships to land, territory, water, each other, and all our nonhuman relations.1

Dear Tomoki,
I struggle to begin writing, not for lack of inspiration or understanding 

the significance of the movement galvanized at Standing Rock. Instead, I 
grapple with my attempt to locate an entry point. This is not just an analytical 
or conceptual shortcoming but rather an affective one. When state agencies 
and the federal government revive standard tactics of removal and erasure, we 
experience the compounded trauma of multiple massacres. I remember the 
Trail of Tears, the California Gold Rush, then the Pikes Peak Gold Rush, Inyan 
Ska (Whitestone), Sand Creek, Washita, the Long Walk, the theft of the Black 
Hills, and also, Wounded Knee. As historian Roxanne Dunbar- Ortiz argues, 
“the history of the United States is a history of settler colonialism— the founding 
of a state based on the ideology of white supremacy, the widespread practice of 
African slavery, and a policy of genocide and land theft.”2 To comprehend the 
significance of Standing Rock is to not merely acknowledge but to reorient the 
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dominant historical narratives that undergird every media tagline or agency 
press release. We have seen how these assaults are often framed as regrettable 
but necessary sacrifices for the prosperity of a nation built on our erasure and 
then, assimilation. To us, this processing of history can be traumatic in and of 
itself. How our education in Western institutions has required a cultivation of 
special coping mechanisms and strategic delusion, of knowing when to speak up 
and when to remain silent, if only to protect our own energy and sanity. Stand-
ing Rock demands a new orientation not only of social movements or environ-
mentalism, as has been frequently discussed in so- called ally politics, but also of 
history- making itself. How will we narrate these events? To what other histories 
and solidarities does Standing Rock incite?

In the aftermath of these assaults I am reminded of how our ancestors and 
relatives have continued to gather and resist: Greasy Grass, Ghost Dance, the 
other Wounded Knee, Alcatraz, Kanesatake, and Idle No More.3 Each of these 
names not only situates itself in a particular Indigenous time and space, but 
also indexes an origin of a larger movement, a catalyst. For every attempted 
decimation, we have found new ways to survive. And so, let us not forget how 
those survived before us and the ways that these historical flash points of settler 
violence beget other ongoing manifestations of violence.

With a fast approaching winter at the camps, I remember hearing about the 
haunting occurrence of nightmares. Not just imagined, but real trauma. Because 
of the heightened sense of collective vulnerability, ever more so under the 
normalized aggressions of a Trump presidency, I now feel compelled to share 
with you a nightmare I had the night before you and I drove to Standing Rock. 

Signs from Water Protectors who came to Oceti Sakowin, November 2016. Photograph by Teresa Montoya.
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shifting forms settler trauma takes.

When we first heard the reports of water cannons being deployed on Water 
Protectors in subfreezing winter conditions, we were both holed up in Minne-
apolis following a conference. It was cold there, but nothing compared to the 
frigid temperatures in North Dakota. Huddled under the temporary warmth 
of our fleece blankets in an Airbnb rental, we were busily preparing our travel 
plans to head to Standing Rock early the following morning. Between car rental 
reservations and supply checklists we watched Facebook livestreams and reacted 
with horror, though not necessarily surprise, at the escalated violence on the 
ground. Even firmer in our resolve to bring supplies and protective gear for 
Water Protectors, we wondered what chaos we would soon be entering.

Later, after offering prayers in those early morning hours, I tried to sleep. I 
tossed and turned. I cried too. And somewhere between my anxiety and anger, 
fear and worry, I finally felt my consciousness melt away. But restful slumber 
did not come easy. In my dream state, I emerged into a desert landscape. 
There, I noticed sage and low brush surrounding my feet. I looked down at 
the sandy earth and surmised that I was back home in Diné Bikéyah, our 
Navajo homelands. In this arid place, the sun was high and bright. I welcomed 
the warmth upon my skin, allowing myself to embrace this feeling of home. 
But such comforting nostalgia was soon displaced by a sudden shift in the 
ground below me. An earthquake? No. I looked closer. From beneath the sand 
surfaced a large black creature whose scales moved quickly and methodically, 
almost in a digitized fashion. It was a large snake of monumental proportions, 
something like those dinosaur illustrations you see in museums brought to life. 
As I glanced around me to gain some bearings, I saw not just one creature, but 
several more emerging from the desert floor. Multiple shadowy heads emerging 
through crimson sand. In the distance, I saw a platform extending from the 
edge of a shallow cliff. Suddenly I’m walking on the platform with a large crowd 
of people gathered all around me. They have cameras and phones ready as they 
glance down at the creatures from the imagined safety of their viewing point. 
Some take selfies and express excitement and awe at the spectacle below. But for 
me this wasn’t a spectacle. It was horror. Why don’t they recognize the danger 
of the situation? None of us were safe, but everyone around me is blissfully 
oblivious. They see but cannot comprehend.

In my waking mind, I interpreted this message as a condition of Indigenous 
political subjectivity. That our histories, our territories, and our existence are 
not merely overlooked but have been and continually sought to be violently 
displaced and erased; how “settler colonialism destroys to replace.”4 Thus, the 
image of the black snake, and the toxicity it all but guarantees for our waterways 
haunts us in our dreams and our wakefulness. This is not a reality any living 
being can escape from as a biological fact. However, there is another form of 
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toxicity that the black snake animates. It is this nightmare toxin that embodies 
the uncertainty and anxiety wrought by intergenerational trauma we dwell 
within but also from where regeneration can occur. There is productive poten-
tial here. It is critical action that both Glen Coulthard and Leanne Simpson 
speak of as rage;5 that Audra Simpson asserts as refusal;6 or Rachel Flowers 
understands as resentment.7 These speak back to liberal placatory politics of rec-
ognition and reconciliation that maintain the integrity of the settler state, rather 
than disrupt it. In many ways I find I’m still learning how to allow these feelings 
to articulate my attempts to understand and most importantly, to act.

I am reminded anew of Kim TallBear’s assessment of how kinship may be 
“a partial and productive tool to help us forge alternatives to the settler colonial 
state. Making kin is to make people into familiars in order to relate.” TallBear 
urges us to consider how such an arrangement seems “fundamentally different 
from negotiating relations between those who are seen as different— between 
‘sovereigns’ or ‘Nations’— especially when one of those nations is a militarized 
and white supremacist empire.”8 In this way I see making relations is also about 
forming networks of accountability and responsibility. To seek relationality 
isn’t the performance of a sort of intertribal or even multicultural utopia, but it 
is about demanding and upholding the Indigenous terms of our existence. We 
exist because we have maintained enduring relations. Tribal sovereignty may 
align with this assertion, but in many other ways it has not yet. We know that 
kinship and relationality are not legible to state politics, at least in so far as a 
claim of our preexisting power, authority, or livelihood. Rather federal policies 
of quantifying blood have relied on the expectation of dilution. So when we 

Mural depicting Gold King mine spill and #NoDAPL on an abandoned building in Shiprock, New Mexico, 

August 2016. Photograph by Teresa Montoya.
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affirm relationality, we reject this material assumption. And so I ask, in what 
ways does Standing Rock call us to bring new forms of relating and accounting 
forward? How can our own friendship speak to these solidarities and urgencies?

Dear Teresa,
I am struck by what you wrote about the toxicity of the black snake and 

your dream as expressing the state of Indigenous political subjectivity. When 
you wrote about the need for new history- making and what settler colonial 
toxicity actually means, I was reminded of how Zoe Todd has discussed oil 
extraction as the weaponization of fossilized kin. What is toxic is not the oil, but 
“the machinations of human political- ideological entanglements that deem it 
appropriate to carry this oil through pipelines running along vital waterways.”9 
These entanglements become a justification for further escalating settler colonial 
possession and occupation. It becomes an excuse to deepen and expand the 
invasion, as we saw at Standing Rock. So as you wrote, we should not repeat that 
original settler colonial erasure on which all of this infrastructure is based.

I also want to think more about what you pointed out about Indigenous 
sovereignty. Audre Lorde’s concept of the erotic is something I turn to often 
because it has sustained me through some of the violences you named in 
American educational institutions. Lorde encourages us to seek out the depths 
of our “unexpressed or unrecognized feeling” and to recognize them as a 
source of strength.10 For two- spirit Cherokee scholar Qwo- li Driskill, there is 
also a “Sovereign Erotic,” “an erotic wholeness healed and/or healing from the 
historical trauma that First Nations people continue to survive, rooted within 

Oceti Sakowin, November 2016. Photograph by Teresa Montoya.
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the histories, traditions, and resistance struggles of our nation.”11 For Driskill, 
relating to the erotic is an act that resists and heals from colonial violence by 
“relat[ing] our bodies to our nations, traditions, and histories.”12 Living as two- 
spirit is part of a practice of a sovereign erotic because it means reclaiming and 
remaking their body in ways that evict “the specters of conquistadors, priests, 
and politicians” and reconnect their body to creation.13 By thinking about the 
erotic, Driskill is also foregrounding how the work of sovereignty is also about 
care and defense of Indigenous bodies, and how important this is, especially for 
women and two- spirit people who bear the brunt of colonial assaults. They are 
also writing from their position as “a Red- Black person” when they say, “I have 
not only been removed from my homelands, I have also been removed from 
my erotic self and continue a journey back to my first homeland: the body.”14 
Similar to the Red Nation’s point about the need to defend Indigenous rights 
both on and off reservation, Driskill is making the critical point that the colonial 
gender system, which has been an important tool to try to make Indigenous 
erasure and assimilation a reality, creates the additional labor of finding their 
body by reconnecting to the sovereign erotic. Sovereignty from this perspective 
is also about this work of making Indigenous existences prohibited by colonial 
gender.

Audre Lorde also helps me because she provides a compass to recognize and 
relate to these severings. She tells me what to hold dear and how to recognize 
the difference between the self- gratification of sensation and the shared joy of 
the erotic, which is about everyone’s liberation.15 Thinking about decolonization 
with her tells me that decolonization is a truth and a response to our deepest 
needs. And it allows me to connect with the work of reproducing Indigenous 
sovereignty, even if the concept of the erotic before Driskill’s theorization was 
not specifically about that. Because transforming social reproduction— how 
we care for each other; how we determine which beings deserve what kind of 
care— is necessary for decolonization, which is about reproducing Indigenous 
sovereignty.

I am thinking about how Audra Simpson discusses Indigenous sovereignty 
as labor, even if it is not recognized as such by capitalist valuation:

This is the labor of living in the face of an expectant and a foretold cultural and 
political death. As such it is the hard labor of hanging on to territory, defining and 
fighting for your rights, negotiating and maintaining governmental and gendered 
forms of power. Much of this labor I am talking about is tied up with a care for 
and defense of territory.16

This definition goes beyond sovereignty as confrontations between two 
sovereign nations, because it is emphasizing the constant reproduction of self 
and life on Mohawk terms. Settlers should also be doing similar work from 
the positions we are in. Like Nick Estes has said, it is not hard.17 In practice, 
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program.18 And it would look like no longer recognizing the sovereignty of the 
United States or thinking we somehow belong to it. If we really lived as though 
we believed that this is stolen land, we would cease to be citizens or to respond 
to the United States when it calls our name; we would call places by their proper 
names; we would ask permission for using resources; we would teach the history 
of settler colonialism; we would stop acting as though we have property; we 
would show up when Indigenous rights are violated on and off reservations. If 
Mohawk people are Mohawk and refuse the toxic “gifts” of settler recognition,19 
if Indigenous sovereignty is a current reality— which it is— then I am an out- of- 
place question mark. I think it makes no sense for us to dream of inclusion— the 
fantasy of adoption and so on.20 Settlers should accept that we actually do not 
belong anywhere or have a claim to anything. This is not the same as settler 
anarchism, which still has a colonial understanding of freedom that is also often 
about becoming a fully entitled man (hence the rampant sexual violence also 
present in many anarchist spaces). It is based on the erotic, based on embracing 
as fully as possible the desire to not live like this, to share the desire to be free. 
And while the liberatory possibilities of body- work are often contained through 
assumptions of racialized safety and domesticity, I find a guide for how to make 
it part of decolonization in the lives of Harriet Tubman, Chrystos, Kaneko 
Fumiko, and other militant women.21

This labor is also about material redistribution through the care for territory. 
Tokata Iron Eyes, one of the leaders of the Indigenous youth campaign Rezpect 
Our Water that helped begin #NoDAPL, said “think about all the things you can 
do to help, it would help Mother Earth and she would be built back up.”22 Her 
words speak to me of the material thickening that happens through labor,23 of 
the strength we can create by committing to and renewing everyday practices of 
care for Indigenous sovereignty— not for the moral rehabilitation of settlers or 
“atonement,” as some settlers who came to camp framed their participation, but 
out of recognition and acceptance of the truth. To build her back up, Indigenous 
people and sovereign institutions must also matter. This is something that was 
reiterated in so many different ways in NoDAPL. The land and its people are not 
separate. Or as Kim TallBear writes, “This isn’t about indigenous peoples being 
incorporated into your world. It’s about you learning how to live here in relation 
with this place and with peoples who were long co- constituted in relation to 
these lands and waters and skies. You clearly did not learn how to do that very 
well.”24

Maria Lagones and Audra Simpson have demonstrated that gender was a 
colonial imposition that hierarchically reorganized social relationships based 
on racialized conceptions of biology, and was instrumental to the attempted 
destruction of Indigenous political orders through the targeting of Indigenous 
womxn.25 This means that cis people are not people whose “gender matches 
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their sex”; they are people who are made legible and defensible by this colonial 
gender system. They get to make sense because we are not allowed to exist. 
This means that trans identity is not about biology, but about the fact that we 
are a form of existence also targeted by colonial gender (though this does not 
mean there are not trans people who remain quite colonial in practice). We are 
affected by settler colonial gender by being publicly exhibited and desired as 
pieces of meat to destroy.26

It is from this perspective that nonbinary poet Alok Vaid- Menon writes 
about their existence as being staked on a politics of vulnerability and inter-
subjectivity. They always write, “I need you.”27 But they are not inhabiting 
liberal vulnerability, which is about aestheticizing suffering to accrue racialized 
entitlements, access, and security.28 It is about the recognition and care for 
themself and others in their depths as we are harmed by gender, and insisting 
that we claim our own bodies, now.29 And it recognizes that we need others 
to actually be able to do this. I think this is actually a recognition of erotics as 
body- work, which is also suggested by Driskill. I remember the moments when 
I found new relationships to my body as a nonbinary person, how other trans 
people made that possible by how they related to me. In part, this is what Alok’s 
words “I need you” mean to me. Part of making sovereign erotics matter can 
mean carrying universes in your hands as much as protecting the sacred places 
and histories that people need to heal.

Winona LaDuke has said, “When our ancestors went into battle, we didn’t 
know what the consequences were going to be. All we knew is that if we did 

Bank of Cannonball River, Oceti Sakowin, November 2016. Photograph by Teresa Montoya.
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nothing, things would not go well for our children.”30 I think a solidarity 
centered on the erotic can be similar— a process of searching for our bodies, 
sensing them, throwing them out farther than we know how to go, finding them 
snag where they might have passed cleanly before.

This is also something happening in time and in the many places we inhabit 
and carry with us. When first thinking of this exchange, we had talked about 
Standing Rock as a set of affects and concerns. How do you carry it with you? 
Where do you carry it? Does it tell you to move differently than you did before?

Dear Tomoki,
I am moved to consider how you invite us to think about solidarity and 

intimacy in times, such as now, that makes us feel increasingly vulnerable. 
In response to your evocations of the sovereign erotic, a sort of parceling of 
Indigenous bodies from the land and from oneself (as well as labor), I would 
like to share Mishuana Goeman’s literary exploration of “settler colonialism as 
an enduring form of gendered spatial violence.” In her book Mark My Words: 
Native Women Mapping Our Nations, Goeman foregrounds Indigenous feminist 
voices as “alternatives to heteropatriarchal representation of national space” 
or what she also terms “geographies of imperialism.”31 For Goeman, the act of 
poetic evocation is a sort of remapping of Indigenous territory and space such 
as when she references Diné poet Esther Belin, “I always forget L.A. has sacred 
mountains.” By invoking Diné conceptualizations of geography, which also 
frame temporal ontologies, Belin imagines California coastal features as Diné 

Navajo Nation flag with message DOODA OIL (translation: NO OIL) at Oceti Sakowin, November 2016. 

Photograph by Teresa Montoya.
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Bikéyah (traditional Diné homeland defined by the four sacred mountains). 
This transcendence of geography is expressed through Goeman’s incitement of 
“directional memory” to mediate the multiple relationships, geographies, and 
histories that define contemporary Indigenous experience. And it is the discon-
tinuity of these experiences that is a direct result of termination policies that 
effectively severed the ties between many Indigenous peoples and their ancestral 
territories, even as new urban communities were born. Nevertheless, there are 
sacred spaces all around us even when they are no longer recognized as such 
by colonial cartographies. What incredible power then that Indigenous place- 
naming projects have to disrupt settler spatial imaginaries and to denaturalize 
their a priori claims. There is strength in our breath, in naming, in speaking 
territory.

Whenever I travel to a new place, I always make a point of learning 
whose territory I am visiting, to whom I can recognize and make appropriate 
offerings. When possible, I also try to learn place names, though I admit this 
endeavor isn’t always easy and more often than not, remains a goal unfulfilled. 
And so, prior to our arrival to Oceti Sakowin I remember reading a story told 
by LaDonna Bravebull Allard about the Inyan Ska (Whitestone) Massacre.32 
Through her narration I became drawn to these lands and more so because 
Indigenous women/womxn have always been the heart of our struggles.33

In her telling, Allard emphasizes that the true name for the Cannonball 
River is Inyan Wakangapi Wakpa, which means “River That Makes the Sacred 
Stones.” This name refers to a once active whirlpool whose movement shaped 
“large, spherical sandstone formations” in the river’s bed. Back in the 1950s, 
however, the U.S. Corps of Engineers severed this flow when they flooded the 
area for the construction of Oahe Dam. The project resulted in a loss of 150,000 
acres for the Cheyenne River Indian Reservation. But the greater loss was not 
quantifiable or limited to one Nation or another. Allard writes, “They killed 
a portion of our sacred river. I was a young girl when the floods came and 
desecrated our burial sites and Sundance grounds. Our people are in that water. 
This river holds the story of my entire life.”

And it is this opening, a deep reckoning with the wounds severed through 
generations of settler violence, that I recognized at Oceti Sakowin. The water 
continues to carry those histories.

And so, we search for a way to relate. Or at least we should be. Kim Tall-
Bear’s indictment of settler colonialism, “you clearly did not learn how to do 
that very well,” takes on especially crucial significance here.

A loved one back home taught me that our prayers are more powerful 
through water— whether on the banks of Inyan Wakangapi Wakpa, Są́ Bitó, or 
what is currently called the Hudson River in Lenapehoking, the Lenape territory 
on which New York City was built.34 I’ve prayed to all these waters as one body, 
so I’ve been told, because they are all connected. This is as much a material 
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reality as a symbolic one. Water does connect us. This understanding goes 
beyond environmentalist assertions of justice, not because they are wrong but 
because they are incomplete. It is why, time and time again, our relatives have 
felt so implored to defend this being.

When you ask, where do I carry this knowledge, I contemplate instead, 
where does it carry us?

This knowledge carries me to consider the impacts of resource extraction 
on our Diné homelands. Uranium mining and its associated discharges.35 
Radioactive atmospheres and new biopolitical subjectivities known as 
“downwiders”— those who were unknowingly exposed to ionizing radiation 
from nuclear weapons testing.36 The largest nuclear disaster in U.S. history that 
is obscured and forgotten: the Church Rock uranium mill tailings spill of 1979.37 
The systematic anxiety and uncertainty manifest in our relatives who wait for 
the diagnosis of a mysterious disease followed by the framing of said disease 
as moral failure rather than the expected result of rampant extraction. It is the 
toxicity from the contamination itself and the toxicity of denial at the hands of 
state regulatory agencies and federal programs that haunts us. This is as much of 
a reality at Standing Rock as it is on the Navajo Nation.

From the mid- 1940s until the 1980s several million tons of uranium ore 
were extracted from Diné Bikéyah. Because of this wanton “development,” there 
now remains over 500 abandoned uranium mines on the Navajo Nation. Con-
cerns for public health and environment were mitigated in service of “national 
interest.” Back then it was munitions development for the Cold War and now, 

NYC Stands with Standing Rock action in Washington Square, New York, September 2016. Photograph by 

Teresa Montoya.
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the supposed security of a domestic oil market. It is no wonder that the com-
bined keywords “hydrocarbon” and “frontier” produce hundreds of thousands 
of online search results. Oil extraction forges through an imagined sub– terra 
nullius where groundwater becomes both aid and casualty to this process.

For Diné, it is the color of Yellow that indexes many ongoing causalities 
of extraction— both from in- situ uranium mines and from upstream Rocky 
Mountain hard rock mine waste.38 Front lines formed on the banks of our 
sacred rivers, from Shiprock to Standing Rock, therefore carry a momentum 
of urgency. The contamination of Diné lands, as a result of myriad forms of 
extraction, is symbolically and materially linked to the literal contamination of 
our bodies.39

Despite the passage of a Navajo Nation moratorium on uranium mining 
in 2005,40 the toxic effects of this industry are dispersed everywhere but their 
omnipresent location evades serious accountability. Instead, settler projects of 
extraction have a way of manifesting into a sort of sublime spectacle, that the 
scale of their infrastructure or feat of their manufacture overshadows the corpo-
ral violence of their technologies.41 I’m thinking here of Hiroshima and the Cold 
War crisis that originally legitimized the extraction of Navajo- sourced uranium. 
These are the entanglements of militarized violence and energy extraction that 
haven’t ceased. Oil is the lubricant for modern colonial violence.

While these concerns are the heart of my academic research, they also 
inform a responsibility to cultivate new forms of knowledge alongside relatives 
working to break these extractive cycles and structures.42 We cannot continue 
to act like the uranium contamination in Diné Bikéyah is somehow removed 
from Standing Rock, or Flint, or even Fukushima. The assault on our integrity as 
Indigenous people— as human beings— demands a reorientation of history that 
Standing Rock reminded us is possible. This is certainly not our first resistance, 
but it is one that has galvanized action across other front lines. Here we find the 
opening and the relation that compels us to act. Standing Rock, to me, is like 
that whirlpool momentum, moving and pushing you in unanticipated ways. I 
ask now in return; how does Standing Rock compel you to act? What do you 
carry through this metaphorical and literal movement and where does it take 
you?

Dear Teresa,
Thank you so much for your letter, and for sharing Goeman’s writing on the 

power of the Indigenous remapping of space as part of the sovereign erotic. You 
ask me about where I am carried. I think I have been pulled toward clarifying 
how to decolonize from all my histories. Once we have boiled away settler 
colonial and colonial knowledge production, how can I see the relation between 
me, Japan, America, and Chinook territory where I grew up? What is the 
channel that is actually connecting us? I have been trying to think about this in 
examining Japanese antinuclear politics from an anticolonial perspective.
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What you are saying about the sublime spectacle of settler colonial violence 
is so central in that. It is like we are looking into different ends of a tunnel— part 
of nuclear spectacle was the monumental scale of production you talked about, 
and part of it was a moment of corporeal violence that has been remembered as 
a uniquely Japanese event. This has reproduced the erasure of Indigenous inju-
ries and of colonized atomic bomb victims: “Japan is the only country to suffer 
atomic bombings,” I hear.43 Burakumin (outcaste) and colonized Korean and 
Chinese victims of the atomic bombings are also materially excluded from this 
memory, allowing “full” Japanese to become an innocent and singular victim.44 
Hibakusha (atomic bomb victims) paid for this complicity by being turned into 
a disposable labor force, some of whom were paid a pittance to build the very 
museum that memorialized some of their seared flesh, but not their lives.45 This 
erasure also kept antinuclear activists from recognizing the truth, weakening 
the movement. In 1954, a publicity campaign run by the CIA and Yomiuri 
newspaper redirected antinuclear sentiment toward supporting the construction 
of nuclear power plants for “peace.”46 By ignoring the colonial death required 
by nuclear production, mainstream Japanese “antinuclear” progressives erased 
Japanese colonialism and came to support ongoing American settler coloniza-
tion, and their own domination by the same.47

This afterlife continues today in the liberalism of antinuclear politics in 
the wake of the Fukushima nuclear disaster, which often casts victims as 
innocent citizens being sacrificed for the nation. While it is necessary to indict 
the state and capital, this narrative leaves little room for meaningfully facing 
issues of class, nuclear colonialism, imperialism, or gender in Japan’s nuclear 

NYC Stands with Standing Rock action in Washington Square, New York, September 2016. Photograph by 

Teresa Montoya.
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present. It keeps Japan safely removed from needing to concern itself with 
decolonization, despite the ongoing settler colonization of Ainu Mosir and the 
ongoing colonization of the Ryūkyū Islands. It also expresses the complicity of 
Japanese wartime memory and antinuclear politics with the very settler colonial 
regime that decimated Japanese cities, placed Japanese Americans as well as 
Aleut people in internment camps, and treated atomic bomb survivors as mere 
objects of study.48 As such, the continued commitment to liberal discourses of 
“democracy” and “peace” in “progressive” Japanese and American discourse— 
like resonating magnets that constitute a field of American imperialism based 
in settler colonialism— needs to be completely shattered. We need to stop acting 
like whiteness has anything to offer us, and instead decolonize and learn to 
speak directly to each other.

Japanese publications on Standing Rock often mention that three Japanese 
megabanks (Mitsubishi, Mizuho, and Mitsui Sumitomo) were among the top 
ten investors in TransCanada, Enbridge, Energy Transfer Partners, and Kinder 
Morgan, responsible for the Dakota Access, Line 3, Keystone XL, Energy East, 
and Trans Mountain pipelines.49 Again, the reconfiguration of Japanese colonial 
structures within U.S. imperialism made this possible. Japanese corporate 
conglomerates (zaibatsu) were never really dismantled because the occupying 
American government was interested in retooling Japanese colonial structures 
to aid its imperialist expansion during the Cold War.50 These zaibatsu— the 
same companies invested in DAPL— got rich making weapons for the Korean 
War.51 Japan’s post– World War II rise is also due to neocolonial extraction in 
Southeast Asia, suggested by the CIA to replace extraction from former colo-
nies.52 By refusing to deal with these colonial reconfigurations, we are complicit 
in ongoing settler colonization.

Now, Japanese and American imperial intertwining is trickling back to 
occupied Chinook territory where I grew up as fallout from the Fukushima 
Daiichi nuclear disaster. Though the source of uranium has changed, the forms 
of coloniality on which it depends are the same— much of the uranium in the 
Daiichi reactor cores was extracted from the Olympic Dam mine on Kookotha 
land claimed by Australia.53 As Todd urges us to recognize, it is the settler 
colonial processes of severing relationships, violating Indigenous sovereignty, 
and then exporting the toxic fruits of that process abroad through imperialist 
occupation and militarism that have spit the fallout from Fukushima Daiichi 
across the world and built the Dakota Access Pipeline. Our resistance to these 
processes needs to be on these grounds. Liberating the terms of body- work 
through erotics will be central to that.

The movement to protect the water at Standing Rock spirals out in so many 
directions, through seeping groundwater, as evaporated atmosphere, through 
ocean currents. As you wrote, having enduring relations, despite losses and 
through victories, has sustained Indigenous practices of decolonization for hun-
dreds of years. In interviews since the camps at Standing Rock were emptied, 
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leaders of the NoDAPL movement have emphasized this continuity. Holy Elk 
Lafferty has said, “For me it’s been a continuum. It has never stopped. We’re all 
continuing to fight. Now, camp is the globe. Camp is everywhere.”54

There is as much possibility for decolonization in the defense of places where 
the water is still drinkable as in the care for people and places into whom settler 
toxins have settled— in the provision of healthcare, basic necessities, conducting 
health studies,55 continuing relations with contaminated animals and plants, and 
more. This is why I find Alok Vaid- Menon’s words sustaining: “i do not believe 
we will win. i do not believe hope should be a prerequisite for trying anyway.”56 
We are living with so many losses, and the enduring qualities of toxicity bring 
into serious question what “victory” or what accomplishing decolonization can 
mean. But following Alok and, for me, following the philosophy of Japanese 
anarchist Kaneko Fumiko, we should continue: “Whether it was successful or 
not was not our concern; it was enough that we believed it to be a valid work.”57 
Maybe decolonization is a relation, not an event. Let us continue to carry it and 
be carried by it, to weave in and strengthen those veins that are always being 
buried.

In the spring of 2017, an Ainu delegation went to visit the Lower Elhwa Klallam 
and Makah tribes. They learned about how the ecosystem was reviving after 
the removal of the Elwha dams, which had destroyed the salmon and other 
forms of life on the Elwha River. May such a rebirth come for Inyan Wakangapi 

Circular rainbow in Yayoi, Nayoro, in colonized Ainu Mosir (Hokkaido–), 

August 5, 2017. Photograph by Tomoki Mari Birkett.
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Wakpa— may the whirlpool only be carried for a time in dispersed, evaporated 
form as people; may it return to the river. May it have returned to it the fullness 
of a homecoming.

We were stolen from our bodies
We were stolen from our homes
And we are fighters in the long war
To bring us all back home
—Qwo- li Driskill, “Stolen from Our Bodies: First Nations Two- Spirits/Queers  
and the Journey to a Sovereign Erotic”

NOTES

 1. We recognize the inspiration and knowledge shared with friends/comrades/col-
leagues of our informal toxicity collective: Anne Spice, Kristen Simmons, and 
Sonia Grant. This collaboration developed after the panel “States of Entanglement: 
Embodying Toxic Futures under Settler Colonial Regimes” at the 2016 American 
Anthropological Association annual meeting. We thank the following people for 
their support, conversations, and collective prayers: Nozomi Birkett, Yukari Bir-
kett, Andrew Curley, Lais Duarte, Margaux Kristjansson, Yuko Tonohira, Manu 
Vimalassery, and Janene Yazzie. We offer gratitude for the sharing of knowledge 
around trans and Black feminisms, ethics, settler colonialism, and toxicity across 
Dine Bikéyah, Japan, and Asian and queer America, and for the forms of transfor-
mative love you have taught through your ways of living. Many thanks to Ogawa 
Sanae and Kuzuno Tsugio for long discussions about Japanese settler colonialism 
despite their exhaustion, and to Yoshihiko Tonohira. Lastly, an emphatic ahe’hee 
(thank you) to Nick Estes and Jaskiran Dhillon for the invitation to contribute to 
this volume, a manifestation of their collective support and labor for the project 
of Indigenous liberation.

 2. See An Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United States by Roxanne Dunbar- Ortiz 
(Boston: Beacon, 2014) for an excellent primer on settler colonial historiography 
and the dominant ways Indigenous histories have been diminished and erased, 
much like the genocidal policies of the state itself. Centering settler colonialism as 
a critical framework radically challenges and undermines the narrative of Ameri-
can supremacy.

 3. See Leanne Betasamosake Simpson and Kiera Ladner, eds., This Is an Honour Song: 
Twenty Years since the Blockades (Winnipeg: ARP Books, 2010). Also the Kino- 
nda- niimi Collective, ed., The Winter We Danced: Voices from the Past, the Future, 
and the Idle No More Movement (Winnipeg: ARP Books, 2014).

 4. See Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal 
of Genocide Research 8, no 4 (2006): 387– 409. Also, Kēhaulani Kauanui provides a 
useful discussion of the origin and limits of settler colonialism as a discourse: see 
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16, no. 2 (2004): 52.
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 14. Driskill, “Stolen from Our Bodies,” 53.
 15. Or as Édouard Glissant writes, “Our boats are open, and we sail them for every-

one.” Poetics of Relation (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997), 9.
 16. Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus, 3.
 17. Christina Heatherton, “Policing the Crisis of Indigenous Lives: An Interview with 

the Red Nation,” in Policing the Planet: Why the Policing Crisis Led to Black Lives Mat-
ter, ed. Jordan T. Camp and Christina Heatherton (London: Verso, 2016), https://
nycstandswithstandingrock.files.wordpress.com/2016/10/heatherton-2016.pdf.

 18. “10 Point Program,” The Red Nation, https://therednation.org.
 19. Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus, 1, 7, 12. See also Leslie Sabiston and Didier Sylvain, 

“Give and Take,” Savage Minds: Notes and Queries in Anthropology, September 27, 
2016, https://savageminds.org/2016/09/27/give-and-take/.

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

 21. Cf. Butch Lee, Jailbreak out of History: The Re- biography of Harriet Tubman (Chi-
cago: Stoopsale Books, 2000); Chrystos, In Her I Am (Vancouver: Press Gang Pub-
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 23. Cf. Marx’s poetics of labor, “the spindle and cotton, instead of resting quietly side 
by side, join together in the process, their forms are altered, and they are turned into 
yarn.” Karl Marx, Capital (New York: Penguin, 1976), 1:294, emphasis mine.

 24. Kim TallBear, “Failed Settler Kinship, Truth and Reconciliation, and Science,” 
Indigenous Science, Technology, Society, March 16, 2016, http://indigenoussts.com 
/failed-settler-kinship-truth-and-reconciliation-and-science.
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Hypatia 22, no. 1 (2007): 186– 209; Audra Simpson, “The State Is a Man: Theresa 
Spence, Loretta Saunders and the Gender of Settler Sovereignty,” Theory and Event 
19, no. 4 (2016).

 26. Thinking with Vaid- Menon’s words, “EXHIBIT ME. TO PROHIBIT ME.” From 
“Street Tax,” in Femme in Public (New York: Alok Vaid- Menon, 2017), 8.

 27. “i need your help in creating a world that celebrates gender non- conforming peo-
ple of color. we cannot do this alone. it’s terrifying out here. i cannot do this alone.” 
Instagram post, May 22, 2018.

 28. See Aileen Moreton- Robinson, The White Possessive: Property, Power, and Indige-
nous Sovereignty (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), and Cheryl 
Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” Harvard Law Review 106, no. 8 (1993): 1707– 91.

 29. “i begin to wonder if. i. have. a. body. anymore.” From “Street Tax,” in Femme in 
Public, 7.

 30. “Mni Wiconi: The Stand at Standing Rock,” YouTube, November 14, 2016, https://
www.youtube.com.

 31. Mishuana Goeman, Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013).

 32. LaDonna Bravebull Allard, “Why the Founder of Standing Rock Sioux Camp Can’t 
Forget the Whitestone Massacre,” Yes! Magazine, September 3, 2016, http://www 
.yesmagazine.org.
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inx” as a gender- neutral term for people of Latin American descent in the early 
2000s, which counters the de facto man=human equation with a term inclusive 
of all gender identifications, including nonbinary and agender. The use of “x” in 
feminist orthography is also associated with indigenous Xicanx feminisms, which 
reclaim language through the incorporation of the Nahuatl use of “x.” Crystal Stella 
Becerril, “What’s with the ‘X’ in ‘Xicanisma?’” Latino Rebels, June 24, 2015, http://
www.latinorebels.com/2015/06/24/whats-with-the-x-in-xicanisma/.
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prioritize Indigenous place names to challenge Euro- American epistemologies of 
place.

 35. See Doug Brugge, Timothy Benally, and Esther Yazzie- Lewis, The Navajo People 
and Uranium Mining (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2007).

 36. See Sarah Alisabeth Fox, Downwind: A People’s History of the Nuclear West (Lin-
coln: University of Nebraska Press, 2014). Also Kristen Simmons, “Settler Atmo-
spherics,” Member Voices, Fieldsights, November 20, 2017, https://culanth.org/
fieldsights/settler-atmospherics.

 37. See Marley Shebala, “Poison in the Earth: 1979 Church Rock Spill a Symbol for 
Uranium Dangers,” Navajo Times, July 23, 2009, http://navajotimes.com.

 38. See Teresa Montoya, “Yellow Water: Rupture and Return One Year after the Gold 
King Mine Spill,” Anthropology Now 9 (2017): 91– 115.

 39. Ongoing research through the Navajo Birth Cohort Study, for instance, reveals the 
existence of elevations of uranium in a generation of Diné woman that has never 
had direct contact with uranium mining. Preliminary findings suggest, according 
to researcher Chris Shuey, that uranium has the ability to cross the placental bar-
rier. Finalized data and analysis are forthcoming. For more information consult the 
Southwest Research Information Center webpage: http://www.sric.org/nbcs/index 
.php. See also Elizabeth Hoover’s environmental justice work that critically engages 
the toxic legacy of industrial contamination with the Mohawk Nation of Akwe-
sasne. Elizabeth Hoover, The River Is in Us: Fighting Toxics in a Mohawk Commu-
nity (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017).

 40. Associated Press, “Navajos Ban Uranium Mining on Reservation,” NBC News, April 
22, 2005, http://www.nbcnews.com/id/7602821/ns/us_news-environment/t/navajos 
-ban-uranium-mining-reservation/#.WZN-UtPytE4.

 41. Consider the National Museum of Nuclear Science & History located in Albuquer-
que, New Mexico. I visited the institution a couple years ago curious to see how 
nuclear disaster was narrated and to what extent health impacts were represented. 
To my surprise, there was not one mention of the 1979 Church Rock uranium mill 
tailings spill, despite it being larger than the Three Mile Island spill and occurring 
in western New Mexico. I did find exhibit panels dedicated to the uranium indus-
try on the Colorado Plateau titled with puns such as “enriching your future.” The 
“Pioneers of the Atom” exhibition was no better where the same American prerog-
ative and legitimization for settler colonial violence comes into sharp relief with 
the linear path of technoscience.

 42. In addition to important work being done on the ground by relatives in Diné grass-
roots groups such as Tó Bei Nihi Ziil, Ké Info Shop, Puerco Valley Uranium Reme-
diation Coalition, and the Little Colorado River Watershed Chapters Association, 
I am inspired by the models of fellow Diné scholars: Jennifer Denetdale, Mela-
nie Yazzie, Andrew Curley, and Angelo Baca. Their respective work is especially 
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crucial in critically engaging the various ways that U.S. settler nationalism perme-
ates Navajo governance, from energy development and “public lands” debates to 
gender and border town violence.

 43. “Nihon was sekai yuiitsu no hibakukoku.”
 44. See Lisa Yoneyama, Hiroshima Traces: Time, Space, and the Dialectics of Mem-

ory (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999); Tomoko Otake, “Nagasaki’s 
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A LESSON IN NATURAL LAW

Marcella Gilbert

I thank Nick Estes for inviting me to participate in this important work. I will start 
my experience by first sharing that I come from a family of Native activists. My 
mother, Madonna Thunder Hawk, and my aunts, Mabel Ann Eagle Hunter, Phyllis 
Young, and many others, have a long history of taking a stand against injustice for 
all people, not only Native people of this land. My uncles on my mother’s side have 
led, and continue to lead, intelligent resistance based in American Indian Move-
ment principles set fifty years ago by Lakota elders who were immersed in the true 
discipline of our spirituality and Oceti Sakowin lifeways. These elders were eighty 
years old or more in the early 1970s and evoked the free- thinking processes of their 
parents and grandparents who lived in and survived the nineteenth century. As a 
very young person, I was fortunate to witness these remarkable relationships and 
the influence these elders had on the movement and the people.

As I grew up with these strong women, in and among my family, community 
organizing was the example. My mother played a significant role in the Wounded 
Knee standoff of 1973; she was a young fearless mother and sister who fought 
alongside her brothers and many others in the stance against the injustices of this 
government. Along with many other women at Wounded Knee, Madonna helped 
organize food rationing and medic services all while caring for her ten- year- old 
son, who was trapped there along with everyone else. Following Wounded Knee, 
she went on to form the first survival school for young Native children in Rapid 
City, South Dakota, in 1974. As a teenager, I personally participated in and wit-
nessed more than two hundred young people come through our school during a 
period of over six years. My aunt Mabel Ann sat on the local all- white public school 
board in Rapid City during the early years of the survival school. This resulted 
in our school receiving the hot meals program for school children, as well as the 
placement of certified math and reading teachers at our alternative school. In 1977, 
our school moved to the Pine Ridge Reservation and became the We Will Remem-
ber Survival Group living in the Porcupine community for four years.
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In 1978 my mother Madonna and aunts Mabel Ann and Phyllis formed Women 
of All Red Nations (WARN) to organize community support against forced ster-
ilization acts of genocide against Native women on the Pine Ridge Reservation in 
the 1970s. This resulted in an exposé of radiation contamination of the drinking 
water on the reservation and the covert medical acts of sterilization. Phyllis Young 
assisted Russell Means in organizing meaningful relationships at the national and 
international levels, thus leading to the formation of the first North American 
Indigenous delegation to the 1977 Geneva Convention on Human Rights. I was 
selected as a representative of the delegation and also was the youngest to attend 
from our survival group.

The examples given here are only a very few of the many, many projects and 
organizations that these women initiated and continue to organize to this day. Their 
commitment to our people and justice is their life work. As I watch my mother 
and aunts become great- grandmothers and great- great- grandmothers, and they 
continue to work for justice, I see that their legacy lies in all of us who love and 
support them, and we have a responsibility to carry their work forward. I take 
pride in being able to witness this kind of strength built and maintained through 
their love for the people. These were and continue to be my life instructors on the 
political stage of Indigenous existence and resistance. I am fortunate to have had 
a lifelong experience and education of this magnitude that continues to guide my 
life and inspiration so personally. These women named here, and many others 

“March on Backwater Bridge.” Photograph by Vanessa Bowen.
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were also active in organizing and strategizing at Standing Rock. I was fortunate, 
once again, to witness the power and commitment of these extraordinary women 
as they easily fell back into the roles of community organizers, leaders, educators, 
diplomats, elders, mothers, and grandmothers. The love for our people and our 
way of life as Oceti Sakowin Oyate drives their commitment and integrity to be 
Lakota. Their example is my life goal.

Standing Rock represented the conscience of this nation and the world. Peo-
ple of all ages from many nations, cultures, belief systems, and prayer circles came 
together to support the life of water and the earth. The futures of all human beings 
lie in the health and well- being of the earth. This represents our ability to connect 
to the earth and to each other, as well as our spiritual selves. Standing Rock pro-
vided expressions of hope, examples of human responsibility, and an uncompro-
mising return to the discipline of natural law, which fully supports being a good 
relative and protecting justice on all levels. When we are allowed to express our 
humanity through a lifestyle of justice, family, generosity, and prayer without prej-
udice or hate, we thrive in the love and caring of each other and our mother, the 
earth. These are lessons that lie in the fabric of Indigenous principles once shared 
by all people, as all people once were truly indigenous to their lands, foods, prayers, 
families, and the natural laws that protected us. The fact that spirituality was the 
most important aspect of life at Oceti Sakowin resistance camp situated the peo-
ple directly within our daily cultural expectations of generosity and respect. When 
thousands of people are living in a spiritual manner of the mind, from all corners 
of the world, the true meaning of life is easily understood and easily lived. Indig-
enous people of North America have struggled to return to this way of life, and 
Standing Rock provided a tangible experience to regain our own Indigenous spir-
ituality and to believe once more in our own gift of prayer and true generosity.

Decolonization grew from the space of humanity thrust upon by our recla-
mation of our responsibility to our true mother, the earth, and life- giving water. 
Oceti Sakowin Camp became its own world where families and individuals thrived 
in their own space with the freedom to be a good relative and to express justice 
as we saw it.

With Indigenous leadership built on ancestral teachings, basic natural laws 
were set forth allowing every person from every nation the opportunity to become 
a true human being, thus allowing the expression of our spiritual selves to live in 
the joy of protecting our birthright, the earth. Standing Rock premiered an exam-
ple of social success built on spirituality, safety, common ground, and trust. The fact 
that there were rules to live by set in place immediately at Oceti Sakowin resistance 
camp allowed for people to behave at a higher standard, based on spirituality and 
respect, and to expect that from themselves and each other. These rules may seem 
ordinary, but set in a context of prayer and resistance, standing up for justice for 
life- giving water, the world’s spiritual commitment to life flowed toward Standing 
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Rock, allowing all who came there or looked in that direction to feel the power of 
the simple desire for justice and to support each other in our right to exist on this 
earth. Everyone, every person, every family, held an important role and contrib-
uted to the success of the community at Oceti Sakowin. The world expressed its 
generosity by supporting the needs of the camp, and that expression is a true con-
tribution to humanity. As groups of people and families worked together for the 
good of the camp community, the decolonization of daily lives became evident.

Within the first few weeks at camp, the Oceti Sakowin people immediately 
began to resurrect our original systems of governance, and each tribal band was 
instructed to select one individual as a representative to the Council of Seven 
Fires, which met almost every day to discuss strategy, camp conduct, and peace-
ful action based on discipline. Individuals were selected according to their char-
acter and ability to lead by example and humility. One such person represented 
the Ihanktonwan band of Nakota and was the youngest man on that council. He 
brought his family to Standing Rock to support the people, to pray with the world, 
and to stand on the front lines for our water. This young man, along with his wife 
and eight- year- old son, camped at Standing Rock until the very end.

Daily life at camp provided opportunities to be a good relative, and that is the 
first step in building a mindset toward decolonization. Every individual camp 
needed firewood, and that firewood needed to be cut and delivered, so young 
men came together to cut wood as young boys stacked it and older men loaded it 
into trucks for delivery. This action took place out of community need, and each 
person involved visited with another, the older ones looked out for the younger 
ones, and everyone helped each other. On that particular day, cutting wood was 
an example of intergenerational excellence. As one of the kitchen’s cooks and help-
ers tore husks off the corn from the local community gardens, others loaded the 
husks and delivered them to the camps where horses were living. When the school 
sprouted, the education of the children evolved around the daily happenings of the 
camp and the generosity of the adults in their knowledge of plants, horses, water, 
art, music, and truth. Meanwhile, young men and women built shelves for school 
supplies that poured in continuously for the first few weeks of school.

This basic natural law of being useful and living a spiritual life is part of the 
glue that builds discipline and success. Success became evident when young peo-
ple became a vital component of the community and received the attention that 
they long deserved and their voices were heard by the world. In this age of violence 
against young people, Oceti Sakowin Camp provided a sense of safety that young 
people expressed as “home.” Most young people living at camp had decided that 
they were not leaving until “we win,” and thoughts of after that, they envisioned 
a new community where they could thrive, a community where the more vul-
nerable populations such as youth and young people, disabled, elderly, LGBTQ, 
recovering, and women could feel safe. Safety is most important for social success 
in any community. The ability for a community to self- regulate positive behavior 
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even ground no matter where they come from.

Young people considered Oceti Sakowin Camp home only days after arriving, 
since there they found safety, food, shelter, and protection. They knew that the 
older people around them would do whatever they could to protect them and keep 
them safe— for young people, this is paramount. Our young people became con-
tributing members of the camp community, and adults looked to them for their 
vibrant expressions of life. As they ran across Turtle Island in prayer and sacrifice, 
the awakening within themselves became empowered by the awakening of the 
world. Our young people had found their purpose and the desire to live without 
question while adults took pride in them and offered to help and provide direc-
tion in whatever ways we could. When a nation’s young people thrive, the com-
munity thrives, and adults, parents, grandparents, and relatives can revel in our 
jobs well done. Such security among the young people provides assurance to the 
larger community that they will grow into their future with confidence and there-
fore our nation will survive. Human beings are instinctively kind and loving, and 
in this place of safety and spiritual memory we were able to be that human being 
that the creator intended us to be.

As groups of white people organized daily orientation for newcomers, the topic 
of the day was white privilege. Respect for the Indigenous people of the Oceti 
Sakowin lands was paramount, and many of us Native people experienced for the 
first time in our lives the respect of being considered first. It is a powerful and hum-
bling experience to be put first for the first time in all aspects of life. Even more 
powerful is to watch white people create discipline among their own people for 
the benefit of another people. That, too, was a first for many Native people to see, 
and that created hope among everyone. Hope that maybe white people working 
for justice for Native people and all people will soon create a mechanism of disci-
pline for white men who work within the corporations that are bent on destroy-
ing our planet— or, more important, to create discipline that is worth their honor 
and integrity based on humanity and generosity.

The medic camp provided healing methods from the world: massage, acu-
puncture, crystal and stone healing, herbal remedies, and much more. The lines 
were long to get the opportunity to receive such gifts, and those who provided 
this loving service worked throughout the day to provide peace and healing for 
everyone. Native people needn’t stand in line; we were moved to the front of the 
line to receive such gifts. The medic camp also provided midwives for pregnant 
women to receive care and prepare for childbirth. In this environment, women 
could feel confident in their bodies and decisions about childbirth, a gift that has 
long been removed from many Native communities. Young women engaged in 
conversations about nutrition, vitamins, healing teas, exercises, mother– child rela-
tionships, and on and on, geared toward having healthy babies as we are meant 
to, through home birth methods with help and direction from women. As many 
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Native women relearned the sacredness of pregnancy and birth, our Native nations’ 
rebirth became an apparent responsibility— a responsibility that involves trusting 
our own Indigenous knowledge embedded in our DNA. The future of our exis-
tence relies on our responsibility to uphold natural laws by teaching our young 
and supporting their future.

Young women initiated the resistance at Standing Rock; grandmothers put out 
the call to the Oceti Sakowin and organized the people to prepare for the influx of 
supporters. Women from many nations accepted the call for justice and to assist 
fellow tribal relatives. Their roles fulfilled every aspect of the resistance, provided 
leadership on many levels in many arenas, and led actions at the front lines. The 
highways of this country are filled with the sacrifices of young women running 
for justice, for water, and for life. Daily camp life led by women involved manag-
ing seven community kitchens; staffing the donation and food centers; managing 
social media and press; coordinating school activities; managing communica-
tion between camp, tribal councils, and international dignitaries; and advising 
groups and individuals on camp business. A sewing center was set up to make 
skirts for women in need, and camps were made aware of items available for chil-
dren. A legal defense committee for Water Protector arrestees was organized by 
elder women who had experienced similar situations in their younger years. Oceti 
Sakowin allowed Native people to return to our original methods of governing, 
where women held positions of equality and their input was sought and respected. 
Our Native grandmothers held positions of respect and honor within individual 
camps and within the overall resistance camp. Women exhibited great value on 
many levels, and our people welcomed them back into their historic roles with-
out question or doubt. As women thought about the future, our water, and the 
gift of life, the love for our grandchildren became the greatest motivator of all. As 
women came from the front lines to seek medical care or regain their strength, 
some were asked how they could keep fighting. Many simply answered, “I do this 
for my grandchildren.”

Much of camp was led by example. Everyone picked up trash as they went about 
their daily business, and daily announcements were made at the sacred fire and 
everyone took those messages home. Young Native men stepped into their official 
traditional role as providers and protectors without any fanfare and took pride in 
being a man performing any task required. They also supported their peers on 
the highways of this country, running and sacrificing for all of us who depend on 
water. As young men stood in the front lines, adrenaline surged within their veins 
urging them to act out physically; however, the discipline of our prayers and non-
violence held them fast. Many young men learned discipline on a higher level— a 
test of the strength of mind and heart to remain peaceful when under attack. Many 
have earned their feathers at Standing Rock. Standing guard at the security gates, 
the induction into responsibility to and for the people was evident: this is where 
young men and women could test their resolve and enter the space of protecting 
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colder weather, and wood stoves were delivered to community tents for people 
to stay warm on very cold nights. Many tasks were shared between women and 
men, and camp needs were met on all levels, including having a veterinarian on 
site. The needs of the camp community were assessed through the eyes of relatives; 
each person ready to serve the community did so without limitations on gender 
roles and responsibilities or age. As the last days of camp approached and a few 
holdouts remained, men took on all roles without question. They monitored the 
security gates, helped cook meals and clean up kitchens, dump trash, cut wood, 
check on those younger or more vulnerable. Everyone became useful in ways that 
served the wellness of the camp community.

Oceti Sakowin resistance camp swelled into the fourth largest “town” in North 
Dakota, built from resistance, sustained through hope for justice, and thriving on 
prayer and generosity. A “town” like no other, and as the cold winds blew and snow 
covered the earth, many Water Protectors from all across Turtle Island were con-
templating the future of the camp after we win. Plans for a permanent community 
began to formulate based on the natural laws of humanity where all who live there 
can thrive in their own discipline and responsibility, hope, justice, and prayer. This 
is an example of free thought, holding freedom in our hands and minds in ways 
that protect our birthright, the earth. Ironically, this is also a glimpse of the history 
of white America. Within their freedom they took land and built their homes and 
communities with the same motivations. Yet in white America, Native people do 
not have the right to free thought, to create a community on their own lands sto-
len by white America, to hope for a better future, and sadly our allies at Standing 
Rock became criminalized along with us by their own government.

Standing Rock magnified the historical attitude of the United States toward 
Indigenous people of this planet and the fact that greed remains their greatest god 
of all. Native people have been resisting for many generations, so this powerful 
act of resistance is not new to us (Native people): this is a continuation of Native 
struggles. In 1973, the Wounded Knee takeover on Pine Ridge Reservation awak-
ened the world to our existence; much of the world did not know that the Oceti 
Sakowin people still existed. The world knew about Wounded Knee but the world 
didn’t come to Wounded Knee; thanks to social media, the world came to Standing 
Rock. Due to corporate domination worldwide, Standing Rock provided common 
ground for all people to express themselves by supporting a movement focused 
on our right to live and to stand against the corporate machine of destruction and 
the shock of this country being officially turned over to oligarchic rule. American 
citizens witnessed the validity of their laws, as the Constitution drifted out the 
window of justice; anyone standing up for water, for life, was deemed criminal. 
Constitutional laws were broken without remorse, making them as meaningless 
as the paper they were written on, and simple public laws became criminal laws 
with felony convictions attached. Lies, deceit, infiltration, bribery, kidnapping, 
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attempted murder, battery, betrayal, and more were the tools used against Water 
Protectors and justified through hate, racism, privilege, and greed. The true power 
of America rested in the hearts and minds of the veterans who supported Stand-
ing Rock. These amazing women and men became true warriors, as defined in my 
culture, and I will always hold them in a place of honor and remember the day 
that the U.S. veterans came to the aid of my people against their own government 
and corporations for sake of life and water.

The world of humanity hopes for proof: proof that life will sustain itself in the 
face of recklessness. When a people forget their god and the teachings of a spir-
itual life, they forget the natural laws, they forget themselves, their children, and 
their children’s futures within a natural world in which to live. A future cannot be 
a purchase guaranteed, nor can the future be perceived only for a few. The earth 
is our mother and we are all her children; we are responsible for her health that 
in turn will secure our own.

Water Protectors and our allies proved to the world that this life and this earth 
is sacred, but, most of all, we want to LIVE. Life is our greatest gift from the cre-
ator, and our right to life as human beings depends on our ability to live according 
to natural laws. Standing Rock provided a place for life to thrive within a world 
of war, violence, and hopelessness. The expression of humanity and discipline 
through prayer, peace, and unity provided a powerful spiritual army, one that 
no military could stand against without risking its own humanity. Spirituality is 
key in this time of uncertainty, and its power is inevitable. As the Water Protec-
tors at Standing Rock stood with the world’s prayers in our hearts and held the 
power of grace and love as our shields, we witnessed the transformation of minds 
and hearts across the world. Our voices could be heard across the planet, and our 
prayers focused in one direction. That is power! This expression is everlasting and 
will continue, as long as there are human beings that value life in the face of ego, 
greed, and destruction.

As we move forward from Standing Rock, we remain inspired despite the ugli-
ness of corporate greed and false gods. The people of Oceti Sakowin still live at 
Standing Rock, Cheyenne River, Pine Ridge, Rosebud, Crow Creek, Lower Brule, 
Flandreau, Yankton, and Sisseton, and we still face the onslaught of corporate ter-
rorism and the inevitability of another fossil fuel standoff. Many of the Water Pro-
tectors who were arrested remain tied to confinement through trumped- up charges 
and official changes within North Dakota laws that have criminalized them even 
further. The struggle is not over. The cameras and celebrities have left, and social 
media has calmed visions of bandanna faces and fists in the sky while the Native 
people of the Dakotas now face emboldened racism, outright criminalization, and 
even murder. Native struggles continue. Many Water Protectors have moved on, 
but many more have remained inspired. Allies work to promote divestment, and 
that work is important. Corporations are dependent on currency, and the peo-
ple can control currency if we participate on common ground. Water Protectors 
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new conversations and better communities by being generous and continuing to 
pray for our planet, our mother the earth. Through the generosity of Water Pro-
tectors and our allies, many Native communities have support to make meaningful 
changes in their lives and the lives of their relatives and the earth. This is evidence 
of an organic lesson in natural law, in humanity through resistance, and the desire 
to protect life. It is okay to be good to one another, to support each other, and to 
keep each other inspired to continue on, and it is definitely okay to want to live!

Wamaskanskan Oyasin.
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STANDING ROCK
THE ACTUALIZATION OF A COMMUNITY AND A MOVEMENT

Sarah Sunshine Manning

We waited for this. Our blood memory yearned for Standing Rock. We yearned for 
the health and well- being of generations past, the days of healthy families, healthy 
communities, and a healthy land to walk and live upon.

Our blood memory yearned for deep purpose and connection, again— 
connection so lacking in a world addicted to material things, a world moving so 
fast that it forgets the most basic elements of just being human.

It was early August when I was alerted to the rapidly building momentum in 
Standing Rock. I was at a powwow in my southern Idaho homelands with family, 
enjoying the last days of summer before we returned to our residence in north-
east South Dakota on the Lake Traverse Indian Reservation. From the screen of 
my smartphone, I watched on as, one by one, Standing Rock tribal members and 
their allies were arrested on North Dakota Highway 1806 just north of the reser-
vation, the original front lines of the unarmed standoff against Energy Transfer 
Partners and the Dakota Access Pipeline.

By way of social media, I learned that Dr. Sara Jumping Eagle, Hunkpapa 
Lakota mother and medical doctor, was arrested by Morton County Sheriff ’s 
Department officers while defending the waters of her children and the sacred 
lands of her ancestors. I watched on as Standing Rock Sioux Tribal Chairman 
David Archambault II pushed through a crowd of law enforcement to reach tribal 
elders who were swept away in the crowd, only to be arrested within seconds 
and charged with disorderly conduct. I watched on as Tito Ybarra, Anishinaabe 
comedian, and Scotty Clifford and Juliana Brown Eyes- Clifford, musicians from 
the Oglala Lakota band Scatter Their Own, locked their arms, side by side, onto 
a big green iron gate leading to the easement of the Dakota Access Pipeline. The 
trio was also arrested.
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291Like thousands of others watching from their smartphones, I was shaken so 
intensely, so viscerally, that I was drawn into the movement almost instantly. 
Within a week, I was there, breathing in the air of hallowed ground rumbling 
with possibilities.

Indian Country: Who We Are, Where We’ve Been

Indian Country. Noun. The socio- cultural- political landscape shaped by generations 
of Indigenous existence, disenfranchisement, and resilience. The interconnected com-
munity of Indigenous peoples throughout Turtle Island— so- called North America.

I grew up on the Duck Valley Indian Reservation located in the high desert of 
northern Nevada and southern Idaho, home to the Shoshone– Paiute Tribes. Life as 
a young girl was relatively carefree. I played in the open fields of my family’s ranch 
with my sisters, I ran the dirt roads, swam in the river and canals, made forts in 
the tall weeds and trees, and pretended to be grown, doing grown people things. 
I attended ceremonies and gatherings, and listened to adults and elders speak in 
our Native tongue. I watched picturesque sunsets and vibrant stars light up the 
night sky without the interference of harsh city lights. Childhood was beautiful 
on the reservation.

With each passing year, my naïve awareness of the world transformed into the 
painful recognition of our unique position as Indians, as disenfranchised, often 
forgotten, and struggling people. I participated in my first political demonstration 
at the age of ten, as the Shoshone– Paiute Tribes and its membership protested a 
U.S. Air Force practice bombing range just north of the reservation that endan-
gered sacred sites and sent a barrage of sonic booms throughout the reservation.

I did not know it at the time, but at the core of our demonstration was the 
most innate impulse to protect ourselves— to simply continue to exist as Indige-
nous people with physical and spiritual ties to the land. I was “protesting” to live 
without intrusion as a Shoshone and Paiute girl, as Newe’ and Numu, who was, by 
virtue of ancestry, responsible for protecting her homelands, the beloved land of 
ancestors, and the future home of our grandchildren yet to be born. At the age of 
ten, during that influential moment in time, I learned to take a stand.

Taking a stand, I later learned, was in our blood.
Throughout my upbringing, I remember my parents occasionally chanting 

the phrase “Water for Life,” and stickers and posters with the phrase were hung 
throughout our home as part of a local campaign on the reservation to defend the 
water rights of the Shoshone and Paiute Tribes during the late 1970s and 1980s. 
My late aunt, Tina Manning Trudell, led the fight on our reservation to ensure 
that residents and ranchers in Duck Valley did not suffer from the damming of 
the Owyhee River, a major water supply on the reservation.

I never had the privilege of meeting my auntie Tina, as she was taken tragically 
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in a mysterious house fire of unknown origin in 1979 on the Duck Valley Indian 
Reservation, less than twenty- four hours after my uncle John Trudell, her hus-
band, burned the U.S. flag on the steps of the FBI headquarters in Washington, 
D.C. Our uncle John was a staunch Indigenous rights activist at the time, and Tina 
and John together were a dynamic couple, grounded by a love for land, water, and 
their people. The suspicious fire took the lives of my auntie Tina, her mother Leah 
Manning Hicks, and Tina and uncle John’s three children, Ricarda Star, Sunshine 
Karma, and Eli Changing Sun. Tina was also pregnant with a son, who was later 
named Josiah Hawk.

After Tina’s passing, John fell into despair, and the community of Duck Val-
ley was utterly stunned and heartbroken. My parents were heartbroken not just as 
relatives but as close friends with Tina and John. John continued Tina’s work for 
the water in Duck Valley by organizing the Water for Life benefit concert in 1981 
in Boise, Idaho, with performers Jackson Browne, Bonnie Raitt, Cris Williamson, 
Floyd Westerman, and Carole King. I was born in 1982, with a middle name in 
honor and memory of my late cousin, Sunshine Trudell.

In many ways, my story is not entirely unique for a young girl growing up on 
the reservation or for any Indigenous young person growing into the awareness 
of the complicated position we occupy as the original people of a land violently 
invaded by settler colonists— a land where we must fight for basic human rights. 
At an early age, we learn that we are “Indian,” and yet not Indian because we are 
not from India. We learn that we had it all and then lost virtually all of it, only to 
be left with broken pieces of our communities and our lands. We learn that we 
must fight and take stands, and that doing so can mean putting ourselves and our 
family in danger. We learn that we are beautiful, resilient people, rich with culture 
yet resented by our invaders and silenced by corporations, the federal government, 
and institutional racism. We are initiated into young adulthood enduring emo-
tions of anxiousness, anger, sadness, and confusion. Life is unjust, we learn, and 
Indians somehow ended up with the short end of the stick.

Outside the reservation, we see cities sparkle with affluent neighborhoods, 
sidewalks, streetlights, and parks. White ranchers and farmers thrive on prime 
land— lands taken from our ancestors as a result of broken and scuttled treaties. 
On the reservation, we run back down our dusty dirt roads, and suddenly those 
dirt roads and our forts in the weeds seem deficient. Our collective and relative 
poverty becomes obvious against the white norm of comfort and luxury.

On the reservation, we read from secondhand textbooks in school, stamped 
with the emblems of schools of white children. We read about George Washington 
and Anne Frank, seeing no reflection of our brown faces or our brown story. We 
attend the funerals of relatives lost to suicide, homicide, or alcohol- related acci-
dents. We watch our relatives stumble drunk into walls, crying themselves to sleep, 
anguishing over loved ones lost. While we see incredible beauty and strength in 
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we also see tragedy and despair all around us.

We hope and even anguish, much like our addicted loved ones, for better 
days— days where we just don’t have to hurt, days where we can have it all again.

The Rise of a Movement

In early August 2016, tribal nations throughout North America passed resolutions 
in support of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe in their stance to protect the waters 
of the Mni Sose, Missouri River, against threats from the Dakota Access crude oil 
pipeline. This, after Standing Rock Sioux Tribal (SRST) Chairman David Archam-
bault II put out an official call to tribal nations for support. The Standing Rock 
Sioux youth runners and founder of the Sacred Stone Camp, LaDonna Bravebull 
Allard, put out calls of their own via social media, also for allied support. Their 
messages to Indian Country and beyond went viral, reaching the masses world-
wide. Within days, in early August, caravans of cars and delegations from through-
out Turtle Island made their way to the Sacred Stone Camp and to the newly 
erected Red Warrior and Oceti Sakowin Camps just across the Cannonball River.

During my first visit to the Oceti Sakowin camp in mid- August with a young 
relative, the grass was still high and a small number of camps stretched across the 
plain. Upon our arrival to camp late one night, we were greeted by security and 
then assisted by a volunteer who helped us set up our tent in the rain. The next 
morning, we woke up to sights and sounds of happiness and community. People 
were so eager to help one another, to contribute supplies, and even just to offer a 
warm smile. Together, that morning, approximately two hundred of us walked to 
the Cannonball River for a water ceremony. We prayed and cheered together, and 
the energy was palpable. In that moment, there was no sign of despair or sadness, 
only purpose and cooperation— something of our ancestors’ time.

After spending the weekend at the resistance camps, I returned home. Back 
at my residence on the Lake Traverse Reservation in South Dakota, a five- hour 
drive from camp, I felt lonely and sad. As I walked back and forth in my box, in 
my two- bedroom duplex, I felt the utter separation from the sense of community 
and hope that was overflowing at the Oceti Sakowin Camp. I immediately began 
to recognize the stark contrast between the energy of the Western world we are 
consumed by in our daily lives versus the energy of an Indigenous world of true 
communal living, which was manifesting rapidly back in camp.

During my second visit to the Oceti Sakowin camp the following weekend, 
I took my son and three teenaged nephews along. We left on a Friday afternoon 
right after they all got out of school. The boys were excited and anxious, especially 
after completing their second week back in school, where the growing movement 
in Standing Rock was being discussed in many of their classes.
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“Auntie, what do you have to do to be an arrestable?” asked one of my neph-
ews on our five- hour drive to Standing Rock, already imagining offering himself 
up for the cause. This young man was, by nature, very quiet and, in many respects, 
an introvert. As a high school senior, he was not involved in extracurricular activ-
ities in school, and he was generally a C student, content with doing just enough 
to get by.

My youngest nephew, age thirteen, an A student and frequent recipient of Stu-
dent of the Month awards, was bursting with energy. A budding digital storyteller, 
he eagerly anticipated making and producing a video of the resistance camp using 
apps on his iPod.

We arrived at the resistance camps late at night and set up our tent in the dark. 
The next morning, the boys sprang from bed with eyes wide open. In the day-
light, I quickly noticed that camp had grown exponentially in just one week. Not 
long after breakfast at the main kitchen, the boys set about delivering supplies to 
the camps, which were now thickly spread across the plain. They jumped on the 
back of a truck with other young men, most of them complete strangers, dropping 
off cases of water, sleeping bags, and miscellaneous camp gear throughout Oceti 
Sakowin in the hot August sun.

They joined hundreds of others from camp on foot to the original front line 
during a prayer walk, walking nearly three miles in total, the most walking that 
at least one of them had done in quite a long time. They war whooped and held 
up their fists. They joked and smiled, and late into the night they sat around the 
fire, feeling good.

When it came time to leave camp on Sunday evening and head back home, 
the boys unanimously asked to stay just one more night. “Maybe I can just be 
homeschooled and stay in camp,” said my thirteen- year- old, Student of the Month 
nephew. He called his mom and made the case for staying a little bit longer. To no 
avail: we ended up going home anyway, earlier than he wanted, earlier than they 
all wanted. All of them were undeniably imprinted with an experience that would 
stay with them forever. They were drawn in, much like the countless others who 
answered the call to support Standing Rock, and they savored every moment, 
standing for something— in fact, many things— that simply made them feel whole.

Self and Community Actualization in the Resistance Camps

In the world of psychology and education, academics are schooled in Abraham 
Maslow’s Theory of Motivation, which outlines the most basic needs of human 
beings required to reach a state of motivation and self- actualization, or one’s own 
personal and greatest potential in life. As an educator of Native youth for six years 
on the Lake Traverse Indian Reservation, I regularly considered Maslow’s theory, 
also known as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, recognizing the many obstacles in 
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vation, as their most basic needs were just not being met.

The first and most basic need of human beings, according to Maslow, is our 
need for food, water, warmth, and rest— our physiological needs. Then we must 
fulfill our needs of security and safety. If those most basic needs are met, then 
we can begin to focus more directly on our psychological needs— our need for 
love and belonging— and our esteem needs, which derive from feeling a sense of 
accomplishment. Once all of our needs are met, we are free, in a sense, equipped 
to set about the process of self- actualization, where we achieve our full potential 
in any given moment. But without any of those most basic physiological and psy-
chological needs being met, human beings cannot even begin to focus on anything 
else but those absent needs, which, in turn, inhibits their ability to self- actualize.

As a secondary education social studies teacher, I was tasked with teaching 
Native American students the basics of the social sciences. I taught courses in geog-
raphy, social studies, psychology, sociology, American Indian history, and Tribal 
Government. Many students often showed up to class tired, unprepared, without 
their books or even a pencil to write with. Some were incredibly unmotivated and/
or emotionally disconnected, going through the motions of compulsory educa-
tion, unable to receive the full benefits of the opportunities that lay before them.

Many Native American students drop out of school, and in higher propor-
tion than any other demographic in America, as they are too often lacking insti-
tutional support, direction, and inspiration from the schools that serve them. 
Native youth also suffer tragically from mental health disparities, some of them 
going into substance abuse treatment in their teenage years, others cutting and 
even taking their own lives.

As a teacher of American Indian history and Tribal Government, in these 
courses with culturally relevant content where the material regularly reflected 
Indigenous experiences, tribal communities, and all of the goodness, resolve, and 
intelligence of Indigenous people, students were noticeably more motivated to 
learn. In those classes, students were inspired, at the very least, to lift their heads 
from the desk and pay attention. They participated in class discussions, asked 
important questions, and wanted to know more. They were invested and present. 
They learned and they hungered for more— even the kids otherwise perceived as 
defiant. In those two culturally relevant courses, the students’ esteem needs and 
their needs of love and belonging were being met. Their existence, as Indigenous 
young women and men, was being validated and affirmed, simply by virtue of the 
content studied. I also loved my students dearly and worked hard to deliver mate-
rial in a way that communicated my love and concern for them.

Still, as a teacher back then, I wasn’t able to change the fact that many students 
came to school late, often due to family and personal issues, or they missed school 
altogether as a result of a whole range of tragedies, from the most serious matters 



296

S
A

R
A

H
 S

U
N

S
H

IN
E M

A
N

N
IN

G

of family death to the lack of family stability and support. I had no control over 
their home life or the vast majority of their most basic physiological or psycholog-
ical needs, yet I was supposed to teach them and, somehow, communicate content 
to their clouded and confused, yet fertile and impressionable, young minds. I had 
hoped so deeply that they would ultimately begin to think and imagine their own 
magnificent thoughts and soon speak powerfully from a place of self- awareness, 
having learned their history as Indigenous people. I wanted them to become moti-
vated, and then create a good life for themselves and their communities through 
the opportunities of a Western education. This was so much easier said than done.

Compared to the standard classrooms of contemporary American education, 
the camps at Standing Rock produced an environment substantially and holis-
tically more supportive for Native youth. During my regular visits to Standing 
Rock, which became weekly, and in stretches of three to eight days at a time while 
working as a journalist and correspondent for Indian Country Media Network, I 
began noticing many of my former students sprinkled throughout various volun-
teer stations in camp. One young man, a recent graduate and a student who was 
suspended numerous times from school, was staying up late into the night at Oceti 
Sakowin, working the security gate. Before long, he took to riding horse bareback 
and was often seen trailing along with the Spirit Riders, a group of young men and 
women on horseback, as they patrolled in and around the outskirts of camp and 
near pipeline construction sites. He had a newfound purpose and a community 
that met his most basic physiological and psychological needs in ways that school, 
or life on the reservation, did not quite accomplish.

At Oceti Sakowin, for so many youth and adults alike, virtually every one of 
their most basic needs was being met and, consequently, individuals were moti-
vated, prompting them to offer up their best skills and talents for the good of the 
community. This was a community that each individual relied on, for food, shelter, 
safety, love, and belonging, and, conversely, the community relied on them too. 
Each individual was valuable and necessary, and they knew it. And while there 
were, in fact, variations and sometimes sharp divisions in tactics and ideologies in 
camp throughout the duration of the resistance against the Dakota Access Pipeline, 
the underlying goal was the same: protect the water, protect the land, and protect 
the future of tribal nations.

That common goal and tremendous communal support motivated many camp- 
goers and Water Protectors to push beyond their limits and expand their skill sets 
by stepping out of their comfort zones and onto a well- lit path of self- actualization. 
Thousands were growing, healing, and becoming, constantly. Relatives who bat-
tled depression beamed with energy in camp, and youth who were otherwise with-
drawn suddenly operated with an obvious sense of purpose. There was truly a job 
and a place for everyone. You simply had to show up and then give it your best.

Children, youth, and adults learned phrases and songs in the Lakota and 
Dakota language. Some participated in their first ceremonies, while others learned 
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learned how to sew ribbon skirts. Kitchens overflowed with expert cooks, and 
novice cooks who shadowed them and soon became skilled in the kitchen too. 
Carpenters came and created new carpenters, and structures began emerging all 
throughout camp. Organizers mobilized new organizers, many of whom refined 
their oratory and communication skills along the way. Both seasoned artists and 
courageous new artists contributed their artwork in “Action Art” stations through-
out camp. Nonviolent direct action trainings, offered regularly, transmuted the 
energy, anger, and anxiousness of the disenfranchised into focus and commitment. 
Elders came with knowledge and history, and thousands showed up to listen and 
learn. All the while, truckloads of donations poured into camp, creating mountains 
of wood, food, medicines, clothing, camp gear, and miscellaneous personal items.

In the camps and on the front lines, individuals became a necessary part of 
the whole, as they each became tightly woven into a reciprocal relationship with 
community that would sustain them through even the harshest conditions. As 
frontline Water Protectors organized dynamic frontline actions, the atmosphere 
grew increasingly more dangerous, and still they pushed on. Dog attacks, mace, 
freezing water in the black of night, blizzards, and hundreds of arrests were not 
enough to deter the many who came to protect the water, the land, and the health 
and well- being of future generations. New tactics constantly emerged to stop con-
struction of the pipeline, keeping the Morton County Sherriff ’s Department and 
Dakota Access security on their toes. Actualization was constant.

In all corners of camp, thousands of ordinary people became committed pro-
tectors, emboldened with collective confidence. Together, they found their voice, 
if not amplified it, deepening their commitments to protecting the land, waters, 
and their own communities. Individuals of all ages actualized— and, in fact, spon-
taneously in many synergistic moments. With thousands of actualizing individuals 
spread throughout camp and on the front lines, the entire community inevitably 
actualized, too. What began as a small camp of fewer than a dozen at Sacred Stone 
in April 2016 blossomed to nearly twenty thousand at the height of camp occu-
pation, which expanded into Oceti Sakowin, Red Warrior, and Rosebud Camps.

During that time, roads were well worn into the grass, culture- based schools for 
children were established by volunteer teachers, kitchens sprang up, structures for 
living and gathering were built, legal teams organized, and medic tents with mas-
sage therapists, Reiki practitioners, and even acupuncturists took care of the health 
and well- being of Water Protectors. There were supply areas and enough clothing 
donations to clothe everyone for several seasons over. Sweat lodges were erected 
all throughout camp, and ceremonies took place daily. Solar panels and small wind 
turbines produced energy, while composting toilets eventually replaced port- a- 
potties in early winter. Security stations remained in various places throughout 
camp, and what became known as media hill served as a hub for communication.

In virtually just weeks, an entire city of thousands was born out of the hopes, 
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cooperation, and imaginations of healthy and motivated individuals yearning for 
something more in this world, while aiming, ultimately, to stop the Dakota Access 
Pipeline. Moments of community actualization sometimes ebbed, to a degree, but 
at the same time continuously flowed, as the community makeup transformed and 
expanded day by day.

Yet from the earliest and most uplifting phases of camp life, there were logis-
tical and ideological challenges. New arrivals poured into camp daily, while many 
others left to return to their jobs or to their families. Some stayed for the week-
end, and others for stretches of a few weeks or even months at a time. Leadership 
was fluid, horizontal, and varied from camp to camp, while the SRST government 
continued to engage with the federal government in their usual government- to- 
government relationship outside of camp.

With national attention mounting, and camp population rapidly expanding, it 
wasn’t long before talk of infiltrators and agitators alerted Water Protectors to the 
lurking threat of internal sabotage. And even amid the fear of infiltrators, a greater 
threat to the movement, and beloved camp life, was looming.

The Culmination and Diaspora of the Standing Rock Movement

Throughout the duration of the legal battle between the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe 
and Energy Transfer Partners, the federal government continued to send mixed 
messages about its position. From the perspective of Water Protectors, even partial 
legal victories seemed like red herrings devised to send them home.

On December 5, 2016, the outgoing Obama administration announced that the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers would not grant the final easement to complete the 
Dakota Access Pipeline. It seemed like a victory. In a YouTube video posted later 
that day, Standing Rock Sioux Tribal Chairman David Archambault II thanked 
the Water Protectors for their sacrifice, then asked them to go home, citing con-
cern for safety during harsh North Dakota winter storms. While thousands of 
Water Protectors celebrated victory on the ground, others, more skeptical, held 
back their cheers. With a Trump presidency approaching, many prepared for the 
worst. Despite the message to return home, approximately two thousand Water 
Protectors dug in their heels, vowing to stay until the very end.

On January 20, 2017, Donald Trump was inaugurated as the forty- fifth presi-
dent of the United States, having won a highly controversial election with campaign 
promises including energy and infrastructure development. As winter continued 
through the month of January, discussion on the state, tribal, and federal levels con-
cerning clearing the camps became a major subject. Talk of camp eviction brought 
unease to Water Protectors not only in light of the Trump presidency but also due 
to the continued presence of Dakota Access machinery on the drill pad to bore 
under the Missouri River. In the end, the remaining residents in camp were given 
a deadline of February 22, 2017, to leave camp. On that day the last remaining 
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What became a spontaneous, profound, and rapidly growing movement was being 
suffocated aggressively by a Trump presidency and other governmental forces.

As the Sacred Stone Camp, the original resistance camp consecrated in April 
2016, was the last to be cleared, Water Protectors on the ground and those who 
had already returned home expressed great sadness at the end of what seemed so 
much like a dream full of momentous victories. That beautiful and otherworldly 
community created from the hearts and visions of thousands was leveled out by 
machinery in late February 2017, and soon thereafter taken back by the elements. 
What must be thoroughly appreciated and remembered, though, is the conflu-
ence of conditions that created such a hope- filled movement and community in 
the first place.

Indian Country yearned for this, above all, and at long last the conditions were 
ripe for a movement of this scale. While seeking to stop the Dakota Access Pipe-
line, there was a massive Indigenous return to community, and as a corollary a 
return to the successful communal learning model that sustained tribal nations 
for millennia. This return to our original Indigenous living conditions and peda-
gogies was largely responsible, then, for creating the conditions most conducive 
to healthy living, learning, and motivation in the camps— conditions so lacking 
in American society today.

For those dreamlike months in the resistance camps at Standing Rock, scores of 
Indigenous people and their allies grew, healed, expanded, and actualized together. 
An entire community actualized, giving life to a movement unlike anything ever 
known in recorded history. Every day in the camps and on the front lines, great 
feats of courage were displayed. Women and men cared for each other and took 
stands courageously like their ancestors. They built community like their ances-
tors and empowered children like their ancestors. And all who answered the call 
of their hearts to protect the water in Standing Rock, in some capacity, became 
stronger and wiser in the end. Emboldened.

As a mother, an educator of Native youth, a journalist, and an Indigenous 
woman, I was personally pulled into a space that I, too, longed for. A place where 
Indigenous people were happy and healthy again, telling our own stories again. 
In being present there at the resistance camps and during frontline actions, I was 
given the incredible opportunity to bear witness and to tell the stories of Indige-
nous resilience through the mechanism of Indigenous journalism, to ensure that 
this time an Indigenous perspective was told and remembered.

Like so many others, I left deeply inspired. I can also say with confidence that 
my loved ones, former students, and new allies made were equally impacted, as 
we were each markedly infused with a taste of what precolonial, healthy commu-
nity actualization must have looked and felt like before generations of historical 
trauma and suppression. Through our collective efforts, as protectors, organizers, 
builders, and storytellers, it was proven possible that tribal nations can, in fact, 
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mobilize thousands of people in a short amount of time. Indigenous people can 
defend the water and defend the land, and collectively defend anything, so long as 
all are unified by a common goal, so long as the conditions are right. Community 
health can be realized, again, and people can heal and become motivated, again, 
so long as there is a trust in and reliance on what worked most within precolonial 
models of community building. We saw it all in Standing Rock.

While there is still great ambiguity on the legal front in the fight against the 
Dakota Access Pipeline, on the societal level there is no question as to the enormous 
wins that continue to bear fruit. Global consciousness expanded, and exponen-
tially, because of Standing Rock, as light was cast on a plethora of environmental 
issues, global injustice, Indigenous rights, and human rights. Seeds of conscious-
ness were planted in camp and far beyond camp, as onlookers throughout the 
globe observed the movement while learning and being inspired from their elec-
tronic screens. Only time will tell how those seeds of consciousness will continue 
to grow and manifest in the face of growing threats to the environment, to tribal 
nations, and to all marginalized communities. In the meantime, the movement 
born in Standing Rock endures in the hearts, minds, homes, and communities of 
every single person who participated, or even just watched on, as a historic stand 
was taken for water and for life.
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#NODAPL SYLLABUS PROJECT

The New York City Stands with Standing Rock Collective 

As Indigenous and non- Indigenous scholars and organizers who engage in studies 
of Indigenous life, politics, and education, settler colonialism, and decolonization, 
we stand in solidarity with the Indigenous struggle to stop the 1,172- mile Dakota 
Access Pipeline. Projected to transport hydraulically fractured (or “fracked”) natu-
ral gas from the Bakken oil fields in North Dakota to the Gulf Coast, DAPL violates 
the Fort Laramie Treaties signed in 1851 and 1868 by the United States and bands 
of the Sioux and other tribes, as well as recent U.S. environmental regulations.

The dangers to the natural environment and local Indigenous communities are 
grave. While the pipeline was originally planned upriver from the predominantly 
white border town of Bismarck, North Dakota, the new route passes immediately 
above the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation, running under Lake Oahe and trib-
utaries of Lake Sakakawea, crossing the Missouri River twice and the Mississippi 
River once. Not only may this pipeline contaminate a vital water source for Stand-
ing Rock, and millions of people in the surrounding area, but it also threatens one 
of the largest subterranean water tables in the world, the Ogallala aquifer. In the 
past two years, more than three hundred pipeline leaks and spills have damaged 
irreparably land, water, and animal life— ecosystems as a whole. It is also clear that 
the benefits of this construction project are tied to the prosperity of a very few— in 
particular, a private energy corporation, Energy Transfer Partners, based in Dal-
las, Texas, and their financial backers.

At present, the Water Protectors in the resistance camps hold the line against 
immanent environmental disaster that goes well beyond Standing Rock. The thou-
sands of people convened at camps in North Dakota in solidarity with the Standing 
Rock Sioux and their allies hold the line for everyone, every being, and everything 
around them. Their selflessness and courage in deploying their very bodies to 
block construction demands our support; the mounting state police and military 
response sparks our outrage. Yet the mainstream media has failed to offer sufficient 
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coverage of the Standing Rock Collective’s nonviolent, peaceful resistance or of 
the demonstrations of solidarity all across the United States and Canada. Jour-
nalists and filmmakers are being arrested for reporting on daily life in the camps.

Now is the time to stand with the Standing Rock Sioux against catastrophic 
environmental damage and to publicly support Indigenous sovereignty and the 
protection of their land and water.

With this document, we, the New York City Stands with Standing Rock Collec-
tive, proclaim our intent to advance the historic work of the Sacred Stone Camp, 
the Red Warrior Camp, and the Oceti Sakowin Camp to resist the construction 
of the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL), which threatens traditional and treaty- 
guaranteed Great Sioux Nation territory. We pursue three goals:

 1. To heighten awareness of the Dakota Access Pipeline in New York City and the 
surrounding region.

 2. To support the Water Protectors at the camps with material supplies, money, 
and publicity.

 3. To launch a syllabus project to contextualize DAPL within Sioux and settler 
history so that those who seek a deeper understanding of the territory and the 
conflict might learn and teach.

Already we have organized a rally of more than two thousand people, in collab-
oration with Decolonize This Place, at Washington Square Park on September 9 
to collect donations for the resistance camps and to raise awareness about a rul-
ing that day by the U.S. district court judge in favor of Energy Transfer Partners, 
denying the Standing Rock Sioux’s claim for an injunction. Our letters of support 
to Chairman David Archambault at Standing Rock, professing both scholarly con-
cern and solidarity from our universities, may be viewed on our website. Teach- 
ins continue at Connecticut College, Columbia University, and the New School.

Our decision to design and write a syllabus centering on the Dakota Access 
Pipeline is driven by the urgency of the situation and a desire to offer intellectual 
and curricular support to the ongoing resistance efforts. But most important, we 
are interested in supporting and contextualizing the Standing Rock struggle within 
literatures that can help those new to Sioux history and contemporary Indigenous 
politics and criticism to understand this issue within history, within the literature 
on toxicity and its dangers to the environment, and within gender and police vio-
lence within settler states. We were inspired by the Black Lives Matter Syllabus, the 
Trump 101 Syllabus, and the TRUMP 2.0 Syllabus that responded to social events 
and political phenomena with contextualizing, methodical, revisionary, and crit-
ical curricular suggestions. We aim to be part of the answer to “How did this hap-
pen?”; “What do I need to read to get a handle on what’s happening?”; and “What 
can we now do?”

Our methodology (which we believe is important to share) involved collab-
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303orating closely with each other through meetings and through Google Docs. A 
group of us is working on the project, but Matthew Chrisler, a doctoral student 
at CUNY in anthropology, started the syllabus with a timeline of events that con-
textualizes DAPL within treaty history in the Plains, but specifically Sioux treaty 
history. He immediately started drafting a rationale for the syllabus as well. We 
invited Maria John, a historian now on a postdoctoral fellowship at Wesleyan 
University, to add to the timeline and to join the syllabus project. Other New 
York City– based contributors provided feedback on the timeline, made correc-
tions, and suggested possibilities for inclusion. We then started posting what we 
considered key readings on the shared Google Doc. We asked each other to read 
the texts to confirm their significance and put specific inquiries out to American 
Studies scholars Nick Estes and Alyosha Goldstein at University of New Mexico 
and Manu Vimalassery at Barnard College and asked for their recommendations. 
Identifying scholarship by Sioux scholars, other Indigenous scholars, and allied 
settler scholars became a deliberative curatorial exercise in radical accountability 
to Indigenous thought and politics.

We individually read all the materials for various sections to arrange them into 
emergent thematic areas (fifteen in total). What we thought was going to be a one- 
week project took almost two months as we saw new themes pop up. The New York 
City Stands with Standing Rock Collective then met again, and we talked at length 
about the syllabus and how to curate emergent sections. We want our readers and 
future teachers to understand that we take Sioux notions of history seriously but 
came to impasses with certain materials that we wanted to include but felt inad-
equate to interpret. So we direct educators and students to the crucial archives of 
Lakota Winter Counts. One of the founders of the resistance camps at Standing 
Rock, LaDonna Bravebull Allard, has devoted her life to the interpretation of these 
counts, and any responsible curriculum will point to them and invite students to 
think about and with them. Recognizing, then, our limitations, we volunteered 
to work with our strengths and to curate specific sections of the syllabus, to take 
charge of, so to speak, the content and the form. Matthew Chrisler managed the 
group and ordered the text with Jaskiran Dhillon, New School assistant professor 
of global studies and anthropology, who stepped in at certain points to read entries. 
Along with Matthew Chrisler, Sheehan Moore, a doctoral student in anthropology 
at CUNY, organized all of the PDFs to attach to our website for syllabus readers to 
view and download. Multiple eyes reviewed each section as it took shape. We also 
asked curators to narrow their selections to book chapters and specific articles to 
further focus the syllabus and keep it accessible for people who would read and 
download it in short amounts of time. We wanted people to read the syllabus and 
teach the material but also have access to the readings for themselves and their 
students and/or community members.

Although a work in progress, the current #StandingRockSyllabus places what 
is happening now in a broader historical, political, economic, and social context 
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going back more than five hundred years to the first expeditions of Columbus, the 
founding of the United States on institutionalized slavery, private property, and dis-
possession, and the rise of global carbon supply and demand. Indigenous peoples 
around the world have been on the front lines of conflicts like Standing Rock for 
centuries. The syllabus foregrounds the work of Indigenous and allied activists and 
scholars: anthropologists, historians, environmental scientists, and legal scholars, 
all of whom contribute important insights into the conflicts between Indigenous 
sovereignty and resource extraction. It can be taught in its entirety, or in sections 
depending on the pedagogic needs. We hope that it will be used in K– 12 school 
settings, community centers, social justice agencies training organizers, univer-
sity classrooms, legal defense campaigns, social movement and political education 
workshops, and in the resistance camps at Standing Rock and other similar stand-
offs across the globe. As we move forward, we anticipate posting lesson plans on 
our website that will be derived from individuals and communities who are using 
the syllabus in their respective locales.

Our primary goal is to stop the Dakota Access Pipeline, but we also recognize 
that Standing Rock is one front line of many around the world. This syllabus can be 
a tool to access research usually kept behind paywalls, or it can be a resource pack-
age for those unfamiliar with Indigenous histories and politics. Please share, add, 
and discuss using the hashtag #StandingRockSyllabus on Facebook, Twitter, or 
other social media. Like those on the front lines, we are here for as long as it takes.

NOTE

  The NYC Stands with Standing Rock Collective contributors are Audra Simp-
son (Kahnawake Mohawk),  Crystal Migwans (Anishnaabe of Wikwemikong 
Unceded), Elsa Hoover (Anishnaabe), Jamey Jesperson, Jaskiran Dhillon, Mar-
gaux Kay Kristjansson, Maria John, Matthew Chrisler, Paige West, Sandy Grande 
(Quechua), Sheehan Moore, Tamar Blickstein, and Teresa Montoya (Diné). The 
NYC Stands with Standing Rock Collective thanks the following people for sug-
gestions and guidance: Alyosha Goldstein, Cynthia Malone, Dean Saranillio, Jerry 
Jacka, Jessica Barnes, Karl Jacoby, Kim TallBear (Sisseton– Wahpeton Oyate), Manu 
Vimalassery, and Nick Estes (Lower Brule Sioux).



VI.
INDIGENOUS ORGANIZING AND SOLIDARITY  

IN MOVEMENT BUILDING

“Camp.” Photograph by Jaida Grey Eagle.
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LESSONS FROM THE LAND
PEACE THROUGH RELATIONSHIP

Michelle Latimer

This TedX talk was delivered by Michelle Latimer in Toronto, Canada, on October 27, 2017.

I would like to begin by acknowledging that the land on which we gather is the 
traditional territory of the Haudenosaunee, the Anishinaabe, the Métis, and most 
recently the territory of the Mississaugas of the New Credit First Nation. The ter-
ritory was part of the Dish with One Spoon Wampum Belt Treaty, an agreement 
between the Iroquois Confederacy and the Ojibwe and allied nations to peaceably 
share and care for the resources around the Great Lakes.

Today, the meeting place of Tkaronto is still the home to many Indigenous peo-
ple from across Turtle Island, and I am grateful to have the opportunity to speak 
with you on this territory.

So why do I acknowledge this land we stand on?
Almost exactly one year ago to this day, I was living and working inside a war 

zone. The war zone I was in was probably something like you might imagine. There 
was razor wire demarking boundaries you dare not step foot over. If you do, you 
are met by armed police decked out in riot gear— guns and shields, their faces 
masked in balaclavas. There is a constant feeling of threat. It feels heavy and, over 
time, it made me feel slightly paranoid.

There are militarized check points where army tanks are parked. If you try 
and pass, you are questioned by guards holding weapons. Your movements are 
tracked, and you are always aware that you could be detained and questioned at 
any moment.

There is the constant and pervasive sound of surveillance planes and helicop-
ters. This is probably the thing I remember the most— the endless hovering of air-
craft overhead morning and night. Always present. It’s a sound I never got used to.

There were the flood lights that shone white light through the night. Imagine 
a dozen full moons shining down on you, but accompanied by snipers, lurking in 
the shadows, trained to kill. Always watching.
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And then there were the people— the people living on the front lines and in 
the camps. Rows upon rows of tents and shelters where men and women, children, 
strangers, friends, and families slept side by side. It was a small village: medical 
tents, schools, kitchens where mass meals were prepared. There was camaraderie 
and accountability. We survived through the help of one another, and this con-
nected us vitally.

You might think I am describing the conflict in Syria or Gaza or any one of the 
war zones we see reported over the news. But I did not have to travel so far to be in 
this war zone. The place I am describing was inside the United States of America— 
Standing Rock, North Dakota, to be exact. It could have been anywhere. It could 
have just as easily been here.

I had arrived there to document the nine- month standoff that saw unarmed 
civilians occupying land in protest of the Dakota Access Pipeline, a large- scale oil 
pipeline project that would cut across four states and threaten the drinking water 
supply of millions. Originally, the pipeline was set to be built near the state cap-
ital, but when people took offense to the possible environmental harm it would 
cause, they lobbied to have the pipeline rerouted. And just like that the pipeline 
was moved. Moved to within half a mile of the Standing Rock Sioux Indian Res-
ervation. Moved without consultation with the tribe and without proper environ-
mental assessments done.

And just like that, the repeat button of history was pressed. The repeat button 
was pressed.

When settlers first came to North America, they employed many tools to 
extract control over the land and, by extension, the First Peoples who lived here. 

“Bobbi Jean Three Legs.” Photograph by Michelle Latimer.
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land in the service of “progress.” Indigenous women were attacked through acts of 
violence and forced marriage in order to procure landownership. Buffalo, which 
once roamed free in the thousands and were an important food source to Indig-
enous people, were mass slaughtered to induce famine, dependency, and forced 
relocation, thus freeing land for settlement. And residential schools, which sepa-
rated children from their parents and community, were state- led tactics to deci-
mate Indigenous spirituality and language.

Time and time again we’ve learned lessons about the value of land, the mean-
ing of Indian lives, and the language that connects them both.

At Standing Rock we had state- sanctioned armed forces standing in retalia-
tion against unarmed civilians, all in order to protect the corporate interests of a 
private company.

No one expected that a few dozen Native people would balloon into tens of 
thousands to make this the largest Indigenous- led protest in more than a century. 
Who would have thought that people occupying land peacefully would incite so 
much force?

I spent months, in and out of Standing Rock, documenting the occupation 
there. And I could share many things because I saw many instances of beauty 
during my time there, but today there’s a particular memory I’d like to share with 
you.

I was filming on a crisp day in November when the warriors from the camp 
were called to the front lines. The construction crews were advancing, and we were 
being called to stop them from crossing a small river. Tensions were high, and the 
media was beginning to take note of what was going on there. People from the 
camp rushed to the water and waded out to form a line facing the riot police, who 
stood on a hill above them. The police stared back. They rarely looked at you; it 
was more like they were looking through you. Never direct eye contact, just the 
imposing threat of their bodies clad in armor, weapons in hand.

One woman who stood near me began to sing. She was beautiful, standing 
there, waist- deep in cold water. She was midsong when she suddenly stopped and 
pointed her finger at a police officer— she looked him straight in the eye and said, 
“I see you. And I see that you see me.” She held his eye and he tried to look away 
but his eyes kept coming back to her. She held him there— in that space.

And she began to sing to him, holding his gaze. She sang as the enforcement 
started spraying tear gas into the faces of the protestors. A white cloud of smoke 
overtook the crowd, and the police officer she was singing to broke rank and yelled 
out to her, “Run, please run, save yourself.” But the woman stood there as they 
gassed her at point blank range, her body a weapon of protest.

What I had witnessed was a rare moment of connectivity. An officer disarmed 
by a singing woman. A singing woman emboldened because she had been seen. 
Two people recognizing each other’s humanity inside a moment of violence— one 
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doing his job as an officer sent to protect the interests of an oil company, the other 
an Indigenous woman fulfilling her traditional role as a Water Keeper by standing 
up to protect the river. The land that holds their bodies connects them, their shared 
language connects them, and the recognition of one another connects them. In 
this moment of violence, there was harmony within the dissonance.

And so when I stand before you and acknowledge our ancestors and the land we 
are on, I’m acknowledging our shared humanity— our connection to one another. 
I’m also acknowledging decades upon decades of colonization that has sought to 
control, own, and destroy our relationship to this land. Not just my relationship 
as an Indigenous person, but your relationship to this land.

When I acknowledge the land, I do so in a language that is not my People’s. 
And this may seem like a small detail. However, I believe the erasure of Indigenous 
language is key to why we are where we are today. You cannot separate our lan-
guages from the land. Language is the connective tissue that allows our relation-
ships to flourish and evolve. Erasing the way we communicate affects how we relate 
to everything around us.

First Nations peoples have always operated within an oral culture. Our cul-
ture and traditions are passed on through storytelling, and these stories embrace 
a world view where the natural world— both human and nonhuman— is a rela-
tive. And when you see your relatives all around you, it suddenly becomes much 
harder to enact violence toward that which you love.

Indigenous language is derived from listening to the land. Through listening 
we came to know the names of things. When our children come into the world, we 
wait for them to show us their names. And more often than not, a word will sug-
gest a relational meaning. For example, the Ojibwe word for “Wind” is “Noodin”; 
this means “the wind blows,” “it is windy,” and “there is wind.” The human rela-
tionship to wind is inherent in its meaning. It does not exist alone— we are present 
in its meaning, existing only in relation to everything else. It is a delicate balance.

So when you hurt the land, you hurt yourself.
I wanted to take time today to speak aloud these ideas because I believe that 

words have power. The ideas I present to you are not new; they are not mine. They 
are as old as the rock we come from and as far- reaching as the Four Directions. 
They are shaped by the ancestors who have come before.

When we acknowledge our history, we hold space for all of our relations, we 
make room. When we cultivate a relationship with the Earth, we can become the 
stewards of the land we are meant to be. And when we listen we can foster hope 
and understanding. We can foster peace.

I don’t speak my language. No one in my family does anymore. But I learned 
these words to bring them here to you today.

Kak- kin- a- geen- wit Et- shay- ake Mina- shtodan Kakina- gegwa Ken- tow- gook.
“Be gentle with all things of nature, for everyone.”
Chi Miigwetch.
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WAKE WORK VERSUS WORK OF SETTLER MEMORY
MODES OF SOLIDARITY IN #NODAPL, BLACK LIVES MATTER,  
AND ANTI- TRUMPISM

Kevin Bruyneel

The November 8, 2016, election of Donald Trump to the U.S. presidency came as a 
shock to most of the country. The vast majority of polls and pundits predicted that 
the xenophobic, misogynistic Republican candidate who took pleasure in being 
“politically incorrect” could not garner the necessary votes, beyond his enthusi-
astic base of supporters, to win a national election against Democratic nominee 
Hillary Clinton. Right after the election, starting the next day and continuing on 
for months, massive demonstrations took place, as millions of people took to the 
streets to #Resist, with many asserting that Donald Trump was #NotMyPresident. 
On January 21, 2017, the day after Trump’s inauguration, the Women’s March on 
Washington and in locales across the country turned into possibly the largest 
demonstration in U.S. history, with some estimates of over four million partici-
pating nationwide and more than five million worldwide.1 A random survey of 
attendees at the Washington, D.C., march, which had an estimated half million 
people in attendance, found that one- third of them were participating in their first 
ever protest and 56 percent had not been to a demonstration in five years. Ninety 
percent of those surveyed said they voted for Hillary Clinton.2 Thus, in the wake 
of Trump’s victory, many Americans, especially white liberal Americans although 
not entirely or exclusively so, engaged in forms of political activism unlike any-
thing they had ever done before or that they had not done in a number of years. 
Radical scholar and activist Angela Davis even referred to the 2016 election as a 
“wake- up call for Americans.”3 A new day seemed to have dawned for millions of 
Americans by the morning of November 9, 2016— the morning after— marking a 
clear break between the past and present of their nation.

A new day for some, however, was a familiar one for others. In particular, given 
the rise of and significant public attention garnered by Indigenous and Black rad-
ical political movements in the preceding years, it is safe to say that the distinct 
past/present break that millions of Americans may have experienced after the 2016 
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election likely did not resonate with the organizers and activists of #NoDAPL/
Standing Rock and Black Lives Matter (BLM). Rather, to draw upon Christina 
Sharpe’s insightful conceptualization, these activists were more likely to expe-
rience that the “past that is not past reappears, always, to rupture the present.”4 
Sharpe refers to this as being “in the wake,” which is “to occupy and be occupied 
by the continuous and changing present of slavery’s as yet unresolved unfold-
ing.”5 Sharpe’s focus is on the afterlife of slavery not on settler colonialism, but her 
notion of the “unresolved unfolding” of past oppressive and dehumanizing struc-
tures, practices, and ideologies in the present speaks to that which the #NoDAPL 
and Black Lives Matter movements stand against in refusal and radical resistance. 
As LaDonna Bravebull Allard, Lakota activist and historian of the Standing Rock 
Sioux Tribe, stated in September 2016 in the midst of the standoff against the devel-
opment of the Dakota Access Pipeline that threatens her people’s sovereignty, land, 
and water: “We must remember we are part of a larger story. We are still here. We 
are still fighting for our lives, 153 years after my great- great- grandmother Mary 
watched as our people were senselessly murdered. We should not have to fight so 
hard to survive on our own lands.”6 Allard’s words call forth the pain and political 
persistence that are shaped by a clear sense of history, the “larger story,” within 
which she and her community exist and fight. Her words convey “a sense of place 
made strong through intergenerational memory” that, to quote Mishuana Goe-
man’s discussion of the memory work of Indigenous visual art, “avoids reaffirm-
ing notions of vanishing Indians or stagnant traditions.”7 This sense of strength 
that comes through a deeply embedded, intergenerational politics of collective 
memory stands in contrast with the wave of national mnemonic dysfunction and 
contestation, across the political spectrum, compelled by the Trump candidacy 
and election. This contrast points to the importance of the politics of collective 
memory for shaping the terms of solidarity work and the aims of resistance. In 
this regard, I see Indigenous and Black radical movements in the U.S. context as 
engaged in what Sharpe calls “wake work,” whereas liberal political formations (as 
well as those to the right) fall back on what I call settler memory that reproduces 
the oppressive formations that emerge from the “past that is not past.” The bal-
ance of this chapter offers a consideration of each modality and its implications 
for politics and the meaning of solidarity.

Indigenous and Black radical politics in the U.S. context have their distinct 
histories, formations, and claims that can be traced back centuries right on up 
to their most notable contemporary forms in the emergence of #NoDAPL and 
Black Lives Matter. One cannot and should not collapse these histories and move-
ments as identical, and I suggest it is also not productive politically nor intellectu-
ally defensible to prioritize one subject position, Indigenous or Black, or form of 
structure and practice of domination, settler colonialism or slavery, as prior to or 
more urgent than the other. For one, these histories are deeply interwoven; dis-
tinctive, but also fundamentally interconnected. Enslavement of African people 
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and a major motivation for dispossession was the economic and political pros-
pects of the implantation and expansion of such slavery. As Tiffany King argues, 
“Black fungibility represents this space of discursive and conceptual possibility for 
settler colonial imaginaries. Black fungible bodies work beyond the metrics and 
‘metaphysics of labor’ in White settler colonial states.”8 African people were dispos-
sessed from their home territories in the course of becoming enslaved, and while 
the enslavement of African and African descended peoples was institutionalized, 
legal and central to the U.S. political economy, there also existed the “other slav-
ery” of Indigenous people in the so- called New World.9 As well, colonialism and 
slavery were/are fundamentally heteropatriarchal formations and modes of rule, 
in which colonizers and enslavers (not rarely one and the same persons) utilized 
sexual violence and the destruction of family structures as a mode of conquest, 
domination, and exploitation of and upon human bodies and territory.10 Thus, the 
familiar scholarly and political binaries of land/labor, dispossession/enslavement, 
and Indigenous/Black do not play out so neatly in history once one takes heed of 
the fact that it was and is a messier interconnection and coanimation. To speak of 
interconnections is also to consider tensions and conflict, and here we can recall 
that Indigenous people such as those of the Cherokee Nation and of other nations 
owned Black slaves, while after the U.S. Civil War, Black U.S. soldiers, who came to 
be known as buffalo soldiers, were deployed to the western frontier of the United 
States to assist in the violent dispossession of Indigenous nations for an expand-
ing American nation.11

With this in mind, and speaking and writing as someone who is of white set-
tler lineage born and raised on the unceded lands of the Musqueam, Squamish, 
and Tsleil- Waututh Nations  (also known as Vancouver, British Columbia), I find 
it imperative to refuse to fall back on familiar, even comfortable, intellectual and 
political narratives, scholarly sources, pathways, concepts, barriers, binaries, or 
accepted truths in the effort to understand the meaning and possibilities of Indig-
enous and Black radical politics on their own and in collaboration, and how this 
informs the practices of collaboration and solidarity work for those who are not 
Indigenous or Black. This leads me to the radical potentiality of Sharpe’s notion 
of “wake work,” which she defines as “a mode of inhabiting and rupturing this 
episteme with our known lived and un/imaginable lives. With that analytic we 
might imagine otherwise from what we know now in the wake of slavery.”12 While 
Sharpe’s work is on blackness and being in slavery’s afterlife, not settler colonial-
ism or Indigeneity directly, her notion of “inhabiting and rupturing” prevailing 
world views via “our known lived and un/imaginable lives” speaks poignantly to 
how many Black and Indigenous radical activists and thinkers speak to and prac-
tice resistance as that which is rooted in an acknowledged inhabiting— or what I 
call in collaborative terms a coinhabitation— of a white settler colonial context that 
one engages and resists through a deeply informed politics of memory about the 
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interconnected oppressive structures of enslavement, colonialism, and heteropa-
triarchy that continue to shape the present. This politics of memory accords with 
the practices of wake work, which during a February 2017 panel on her book, In 
the Wake, Sharpe set out as “a reading practice, a critical practice, a practice of 
care, a practice of thinking, and of attempting to see and look . . . [and] commu-
nity response work as a type of wake work.”13 In drawing out wake work to speak 
to Black and Indigenous radical politics in collaboration and the practices of soli-
darity in general, I take heed of Sharpe’s hope that “wake work might have enough 
capaciousness to travel and do work that I have not here been able to imagine or 
anticipate.”14 This traveling involves looking back centuries in time to expressions 
and terms of Black and Indigenous collaborations and coinhabitations, and then 
looking present and forward.

Cedric Robinson’s study of the long history of Black radicalism, Black Marxism: 
The Making of the Black Radical Tradition, is peppered with references to Indige-
nous and Black political and social comingling, such as “in Hispaniola, Blacks had 
joined the native uprising of 1533,” “several plots involving first Indians and Blacks, 
and then Blacks separately were reported discovered in 1709, 1722 and 1723. And 
in 1727, a maroon community of Indians and Blacks, which its inhabitants called 
des Natanpelle, was betrayed by a former resident.”15 In Black Movements in Amer-
ica, Robinson carries this historical narrative forward and with attention to the 
emergent U.S. context, as he discusses the distinct yet also intertwined, coinhabi-
tative radical struggles of Indigenous and Black peoples that can be traced to and 
beyond the American Revolutionary period:

Like the Native American nations that sided with the British, the Black Loyalists 
sought to employ the British army to serve their own interests, for their own ends. 
Long after the defeated British had departed, their allies, the Native Americans and 
the Blacks, continued the struggle for liberty. For generations to come, Native Amer-
icans recognized America as a colonial power, and Blacks read the new nation as 
tyrannical. Their suspicion of and opposition toward American society survived 
in the political cultures of Blacks and Native Americans for the next two hundred 
years.16

As well, he notes that in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, 
“in the Southeastern United States, Black Indians and Black– Indian alliances had 
pursued liberty through anticolonial struggle and under the authority of Indian 
nations.”17 The point here is that on their own and in tandem Black and Indige-
nous people have never not been resisting settler colonialism, enslavement, and 
the rippling consequences of both. While Indigenous politics has a minor role in 
the political history he sets out, as a rigorous political historian and radical scholar 
Robinson shows that any thorough grasp of the Black radical tradition has to 
account for colonialism, globally and in the United States, and the coinhabitation 
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Black radical tradition as a separate distinct pathway— separate from settler colo-
nialism and Indigeneity— just as there is no Indigenous radical tradition in the 
U.S. context (for this case) distinctly cleaved off from enslavement, its afterlife, 
and Blackness. Two major contemporary formations of these radical traditions, 
#NoDAPL and Black Lives Matter, reflect the coinhabitation of un/imaginable 
lives as a type of wake work that we can discern in the way these movements and 
activists define that which undergirds their mutual understanding, collaborations, 
resistance, and efforts to engage in the “critical practices”— of care, of thinking, and 
of attempting to see and look— that lead to imagining otherwise than that which 
dominates the present; that being white settler colonial rule, neoliberal capitalism 
and governance, and heteropatriarchy.

Miski Noor, an “organizer with Black Lives Matter Minneapolis” who visited 
the encampments at Standing Rock in August 2016 with other BLM organizers, 
provided her take on what connects the movements:

This isn’t just an Indigenous issue; water is life for all of us and we have a responsi-
bility to the Earth and future generations to protect it. While at the camp, I heard 
over and over again from Native folks how they have shown up in their cities across 
the country for Black lives. As BLM, we have built power and we have a platform. 
And as a movement, we have a duty to uplift and amplify the stories and struggles 
of all marginalized folks, as our liberation is intertwined. The history of genocide 
and stolen land and stolen labor in America will forever link Black folks and Indig-
enous folks (and let us be clear that the two are not mutually exclusive), as there can 
be no Black liberation without Indigenous sovereignty.18

Noor emphasizes the importance of interconnection, intergenerational memory, 
and a refusal to abide “mutually exclusive” demarcations— such as land and labor 
or Black and Indigenous— as the basis of collaborations over time. These sorts of 
claims build out of the coinhabitation of the white settler colonial system as a form 
of wake work whose disruptive threat to the dominant episteme comes in the crit-
ical practice of refusing to abide the containment of identities, movements, claims, 
and concerns into discrete matters, as say Indigenous or Black issues alone. When 
such containment succeeds, collaborations and disruptive coinhabitations that 
are at the heart of solidarity work are undermined, or never get off the ground. 
In this spirit, Noor refuses the idea that environmental concerns are solely or pri-
marily an Indigenous issue. We see the same sentiments in the #BlackLivesMat-
ter Organization’s official statement of solidarity with Standing Rock, posted in 
early September 2016:

Black Lives Matter stands with Standing Rock. As there are many diverse manifes-
tations of Blackness, and Black people are also displaced Indigenous peoples, we are 
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clear that there is no Black liberation without Indigenous sovereignty. Environmen-
tal racism is not limited to pipelines on Indigenous land, because we know that the 
chemicals used for fracking and the materials used to build pipelines are also used in 
water containment and sanitation plants in Black communities like Flint, Michigan.19

Again, we see the refusal of contained categories and an embrace of coinhabitation 
without collapsing experience, identities, and claims. The assertion of “no Black 
liberation without Indigenous sovereignty” does not deny the tensions that may 
arise. For example, what forms do Black liberation and Indigenous sovereignty take 
in relation to each other, what defines one’s relationship to these subject positions, 
and to what degree are Indigenous liberation and “Black sovereignty”— a historical 
topic Robinson explores in his work20— themselves at stake here too, and in what 
form? The answer to these questions about the meaning of the intertwined aims 
of Black liberation and Indigenous sovereignty are addressed more concretely in 
the process of bringing about this vision through collaborative resistance and the 
critical practices of wake work.

We see this collaboration in Indigenous solidarity practices that seek to engage 
and support the movements and concerns most directly associated with and 
mobilized by Black Americans. For example, in April 2016, as the Standing Rock 
encampments and standoff against the Dakota Access Pipeline were just beginning 
and thus before #NoDAPL was in the public eye, Kyle Mays, Black/Saginaw Anishi-
naabe historian, noted that “his Michigan Native cousins, the Little Traverse Band 
of Ottawa Indians, gave $10,000 U.S. dollars to support the residents of Flint.” As 
well as financial assistance, Mays observed solidarity practices in artistic expres-
sion, here by Christy Bieber, an Anishinaabe singer performing with the Dream 
Keepers Native American Youth Group in Detroit. One song, which includes the 
lyric “let’s meet up by the water / Nakweshkodaadiiidaa Ekobiiyag,” Mays describes 
“as the sounds of drums and rattles— sacred sounds to Indigenous people— poetry, 
and rapping. It is a protest song, preparing people for a ceremony to bring healing 
to the residents of Flint, suffering under the yoke of Governor Rick Snyder’s deci-
sion to deliberately poison its citizens with water from the Flint River.”21 While the 
urgency of resistance stems from the crisis in a specific community, understand-
ably, once one refuses the constraints of the dominant episteme, wake work as a 
practice of care and coinhabitation widens the vision and experience regarding 
whose concern, cause, and fight this really is.

In this regard, consider Miski Noor’s earlier reference to “Native folks” show-
ing up to BLM demonstrations in the cities, often to protest police violence, in 
which they are doing so not only to support Black communities but also with the 
knowledge that police brutality is a concern not only for Black people. In fact, stud-
ies show that Indigenous people suffer proportionally even higher rates of police 
violence and abuse, and as an article on this matter phrased it, “nobody is talking 
about it” as an Indigenous issue too.22 Leanne Simpson, Mississauga Nishnaabeg, 
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ically rooted forms of structural domination and exploitation that have shaped 
the contemporary episteme: “Indigenous and black people are disproportionately 
attacked and targeted by the state, and, in fact, policing in Turtle Island was born 
of the need to suppress and oppress black and Indigenous resistance to colonial-
ism and slavery.”23 The long history of colonialist and racist policing continues in 
many forms, such as in the violent state attacks upon and repression of the Water 
Protectors at Standing Rock.24

The defining #NoDAPL affirmation, “Water Is Life— Mni Wičoni,” that res-
onated from Standing Rock to Flint and beyond was in a literal sense about the 
water itself, the threat presented to water and the life it sustained by oil pipelines 
and poisoned city water systems. Water Is Life is also about refusing and challeng-
ing governmental and corporate structures, practices, and ideological presupposi-
tions that end up turning water, that which should be a source of life for all, into a 
weapon against those who resist the dictates of institutions and actors representing 
capital and the settler state. This refusal is nothing new, and neither is the weapon. 
The water hoses turned on Black civil rights activists in the 1960s became the “past 
that is not past” when water hoses were turned on Water Protectors in the freez-
ing cold of Standing Rock in the winter of 2016.25 Sharpe’s evocative notion and 
title of her book, “in the wake,” stems from the image of the water that forms the 
wake of a slave ship cutting through the Middle Passage. Here water is a source of 
death, not life, another one of the weapons of enslavement and thus also dispos-
session. A wake is also a mode of grieving for the dead, “to defend the dead,” and 
in so doing calls forth the weight and the commitment produced by the collective 
memory of those who came before, who resisted and sacrificed, and the fight car-
ried on in the present day that lives up to their legacy.26 In this regard, I think again 
of the politics of collective memory in LaDonna Bravebull Allard’s remembering 
how her “great- great- grandmother Mary watched as our people were senselessly 
murdered,” and that this intergenerational memory of the long story emboldens 
the claim that “we are still fighting for our lives.” We also see that in wake work 
one form of wake stimulates another form. Defending the dead prods one to wake 
as in to be conscious, to open one’s eyes and be aware.

This is not mere word games, for in Sharpe’s notion of “wake work” what I find 
compelling is that it is a mode of resistance, or reimagining, that is deeply embed-
ded in “inhabiting” the long story of the “known lived and un/imaginable lives”— 
which I take to be that of the dead and the living— as a politics of collective memory 
committed to radical practices of thinking, care, and community response that do 
not cleave the past off from the present and also are not constrained and defined 
to and by the past. The “rupturing” of the dominant episteme— the world view 
and way of knowing of white settler heteropatriarchy— can only occur through 
such a serious and often painful inhabitation, and for collaborators a coinhabita-
tion, that grounds resistance and is the basis of alternative, liberating imaginaries.
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This is a major lesson for potential collaborators who are neither Black nor 
Indigenous, and in particular but not exclusively I mean for white people who 
may see ourselves as allies, as it is popularly phrased. To be a collaborator via the 
mode of wake work does not and should not mean claiming the experience of 
Black and Indigenous people as reflective of one’s own, or ventriloquizing as such. 
Rather, we— and I mean we as in white settler subjects— have to be accountable 
to and embedded in the long story of white settler nation and state building, in 
which we construct our commitments and practices based upon engaging in the 
critical practices of thinking, care, and seeing that leads to acknowledging “the 
past that is not past.” To acknowledge is about more than knowing this history, 
as important as that is. It requires individual and community action to turn this 
knowledge into transformative practice. Those of us who are white settlers can-
not and should not claim to be in the wake of slavery and settler colonialism in 
any way that claims to know/empath the experience of this inhabitation. We are 
obligated to wake work, but in a slightly different direction. Here I mean it as a 
form of radical engagement premised on one’s defined commitments to dismantle 
and decolonize the white settler state as an outcome that would be best for all; all 
except the small percentage who most concretely benefit. This work requires crit-
ical engagement with and resistance against other white settlers as a core princi-
ple and practice of our fight for and pursuit of a better world, and it should not be 
contained as someone else’s problem for whom we can serve only as allies. It must 
be understood and acted upon as our problem too. For example, it means being 
on the front lines of confronting white supremacists such as those who marched 
in Charlottesville, Virginia, in August 2017 and killed one of the protesters stand-
ing bravely on those front lines, Heather Heyer, and injured many others.27 The 
wake work of white settler subjects requires seeing, advocating, organizing, and 
being active in transformative and likely confrontational politics that pursues an 
imaginary in which white settler- ness is abolished as a status and subject position. 
Here we see how abolitionist and decolonization politics are deeply intertwined, 
or should be seen as such, as the dismantling of racial hierarchy and colonial cap-
italism go hand in hand, for as Natsu Taylor Saito puts it, “whiteness has been 
constructed and defended as a rigidly exclusive category precisely because it is 
not a descriptor of national origin but a marker of entitlement to colonial power, 
privilege and property.”28

I contrast the notion of wake work, that which reflects a deeply embedded pol-
itics of collective memory that generates radical practices and imaginaries, with 
the idea of the “wake- up call” experienced by those for whom the 2016 election 
marked the dawn of a bad new day and a stark past/present break for the nation. 
My concern is not people taking to the streets to protest the white authoritarian 
imperatives of the Trump administration, as this is a needed resistance that must 
continue against this administration and those that follow it. Rather, my focus 
involves taking a deeper look at what many Americans are being woken up to, and 
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what sort of politics of memory is at work here. To draw this out, I examine some-
thing I witnessed at a demonstration in early 2017, which I deem representative of 
a type of solidarity politics that reflects the work of settler memory, not wake work.

On February 4, 2017, I attended a pro– sanctuary city rally held at City Hall 
of Somerville, Massachusetts, the city in which I live. Politically, Somerville is a 
decidedly liberal- left city, where Hillary Clinton won 85 percent of the vote in the 
2016 presidential election. This rally occurred in the wake of the Trump adminis-
tration’s proposed “Muslim Bans” and general anti- immigrant rhetoric, policies, 
and state practices. The people who attended the rally, the city’s mayor Joe Cur-
tatone, and the city’s elected representatives are all strong advocates in support of 
Somerville being a sanctuary city, as it has been for more than thirty years. In fact, 
Curtatone has become a nationally famous mayor for his defiant stance on this 
position and against Trump.29 As I was walking home from the rally, I saw a sign 
held up amid the departing crowd.

Framed entirely by images of the U.S. flag, with the red, white, and blue repro-
duced in the color of the text posited on a white background, the sign’s visual aes-
thetics on their own convey an overtly positive evocation of the American nation. 
The words then provide a liberal, and in some forms left, trope of national iden-
tification, constructing and asserting solidarity with immigrants and refugees 
under the premise that “we”— that being American citizens— “are all immigrants, 

“Somerville, Massachusetts,” February 4, 2017. Photograph by Kevin Bruyneel.
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literally.” Then there is the smaller printed text, positioned in the lower right cor-
ner, which offers a corrective, an addition, an asterisk to the theme of America as 
a nation of immigrants: “*Except Native Americans.” As if ripped from the pages 
of Indigenous critical theory, this * addition is an example, literally, of Eve Tuck 
and K. Wayne Yang’s claim that Indigenous people are often positioned as “aster-
isk peoples . . . footnotes in the dominant paradigms” of the United States. As they 
put it: “the asterisk is a body count that does not account for Indigenous politics, 
educational concerns, and epistemologies.”30

Building on Tuck and Yang’s notion as it concerns the dynamics of political 
struggle in the United States, I see this sign not as an exception but as acutely rep-
resentative of a dominant mode of collective memory production that, from the 
left to the right side of the political spectrum, reinforces the status and boundaries 
of the American settler nation and its episteme as regenerative fuel for making 
political claims and shoring up contained alliances. In this case, what is at work 
here is settler memory, a mode of collective memory that places Indigeneity in the 
background of race and other politics discussions in the United States by simul-
taneously remembering and disavowing, seeing and not seeing, marking as both 
present and absent Indigenous people and the history of colonialism. This posi-
tioning is also fundamentally anti- Black for not being able see and theorize the 
reach and forms of practices of white supremacy in settler contexts in the after-
life of slavery.

Taking heed of this dynamic matters because in U.S. politics Indigenous peo-
ple and their political struggles are too easily footnoted, and the #NoDAPL resis-
tance and struggle by Water Protectors at Standing Rock compels us to dig deeper 
as to the ways in which the dominant American public (mis)understands and 
(dis)locates contemporary Indigenous struggle in the national imaginary. Under-
standing and resisting the political work that settler memory does in the U.S. con-
text is critical in this effort to refuse blindness to, disavowal or exoticization of 
radical Indigenous political struggles such as that of #NoDAPL. My focus here is 
primarily on the liberal to left side of the political spectrum, although I note con-
sistencies in U.S. collective memory across the spectrum too. Those on the liberal 
to left politically too often and easily succumb to the soporific power of settler 
memory that undermines the capacity to generate wider political connections and 
imaginaries for liberation. Next, I assess the sign in the context of contemporary 
U.S. politics, define and elaborate on the concept of settler memory, and consider 
what this tells us about what many people should but often are not awake to about 
the history and present of Indigenous and Black radical struggles.

I try to imagine the creation of this sign for the Sanctuary City Rally. A lib-
eral effort at a message of unifying, inclusive multicultural patriotism is complete, 
when someone in the sign- making party realizes their oversight: “Uh, but what 
about Native Americans? They’re not immigrants.” A solution is quickly devised, 
and the * points to the “exception” of Native Americans who are nevertheless still 
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go, with just a few more U.S. flag stickers wrapped around the sign- post to hold 
it and its message firmly in place. Whether accurate or not regarding this exact 
instance, my imagined scenario hits on a likely truth, which is that Indigenous 
people were an afterthought in this political moment, a product of settler mem-
ory in the remembrance and disavowal (seeing and then footnoting) of Indige-
nous people. In that way, this particular rally reproduced a wider liberal trend in 
contemporary U.S. politics.

In the context of their #NotMyPresident denial of the fact that Trump was, 
indeed, their president and that the historic and present state of U.S. white settler 
nationalism played no small part in bringing Trump to power— a form of nation-
alism that one can trace back to noted Indian- killer and slaveholder Andrew Jack-
son whom Trump sees as such an ideal U.S. president that he had Jackson’s portrait 
placed in the Oval Office31— a familiar liberal response to the 2016 election results 
involved constructing an imaginary where the America that elected Trump was 
not really their America, not “literally.” For example, in response to Trump’s mne-
monic reference to the nation’s lost national greatness in his defining slogan and 
promise to “Make America Great Again,” many liberals asserted that such great-
ness was not at all lost but rather quite present, best exemplified in the words of 
presidential candidate Hillary Clinton in her acceptance speech at the Democratic 
National Convention: “America is great— because America is good.”32 Such a state-
ment and others like them throughout the campaign reflect, if anything, anti– wake 
work, with no sense of the past, no defense of the dead, and no consciousness of 
what it means for the present and future. In the years, months, and weeks leading 
up to the DNC convention in late July 2016 highly public acts of police violence 
against Black Americans continued as did the Black Lives Matter mobilization to 
address this issue.33 As well, during the exact days in which the DNC took place 
the U.S. Army Corp of Engineers approved easements for Dakota Access, lawyers 
representing the Standing Rock Tribe filed injunctions against these decisions, 
and the #NoDAPL encampments and protests gained greater public attention.34 
In light of these events occurring just before and during the Democratic Conven-
tion, Clinton’s statement of American greatness/goodness reads as, at best, a prac-
tice of neither care nor critical thinking and, at worst, a cruel disavowal of white 
settler violence, an all too familiar disavowal in U.S. liberal discourse. Beyond the 
usual nationalistic banalities of campaign messaging, these words also reflect an 
imaginary of an America otherwise than that which millions of people inhabit.

We see this dynamic as well in the way in which the “We Are All Immigrants, 
Literally” sign constructs the we around the idea of migration as a transgenera-
tional experience and memory that links immigrants of the past and their descen-
dants to the immigrants, and potential immigrants, of the present day. The use of 
“literally” signals the refusal to abide any other interpretations of what defines the 
identity of all Americans, save the * exception. No other imaginary or construction 
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of the nation’s collective memory is tolerated but that of the immigrant narrative. 
As Roxanne Dunbar- Ortiz persuasively argues, the idea of the United States as a 
“nation of immigrants” is a “convenient myth developed as a response to the 1960s 
movements against colonialism, neocolonialism, and white supremacy.”35 At a time 
of intense political resistance and crisis over the history and meaning of America 
in the 1960s, a reactionary turn to the immigrant narrative sought to suture the 
wounds of national identity. In our time of movements and crisis, this narrative 
has once again become the only acceptable “past that is not past.” However, when 
we shine the light of the exception back on the rule an elision reveals itself, as “we 
are all immigrants” references movement to and arrival upon the land whereas the 
exception of Native Americans speaks to the reality of non- Indigenous conquest, 
colonization, and settlement of the land itself. In short, the sign refers to immi-
grants and Native Americans, but not the settler. “We Are Immigrants, Literally” 
is about the arrival, not the staying— as Patrick Wolfe put it, “settler colonizers 
come to stay”36— and the * exception noted on the sign simultaneously points to 
and elides the historical and contemporary implications of this staying; that being 
colonization, settlement, enslavement, and the afterlife of slavery. This double 
movement is the work of settler memory, which is more than a simple denial of 
U.S. history but is rather a form of remembrance and disavowal that undermines 
radical political possibilities, solidarities, and imaginaries by shoring up settler 
nationalist commitments, boundaries, identity, and myths.

Settler memory is not a forgetting of Indigenous people, and thus of settler 
colonialism. It is a cycle of disavowal that replays and reproduces settlement on 
a mnemonic loop, such as in annual celebrations of Thanksgiving and Columbus 
Day, the use of Indigenous names and symbols in military nomenclature, popular 
culture, and U.S. topography, and many other examples of appropriation. Settler 
memory habituates settlement as the legitimate inhabitation of the land by those 
who were once long ago but are no longer settlers who acquired and took land from 
once long ago but no longer active Indigenous people. No longer settlers, but now 
immigrants, no longer active Indigenous people, but rather * exceptions. At the 
same time, given the deeply intertwined relationship of colonialist dispossession 
of Indigenous territory with slavery in the United States, settler memory elides the 
deeper history, development, and impact of white supremacist structures, prac-
tices, and world views. The work of settler memory reinforces white settler iden-
tity by disavowing and masking the centrality of settler identity for whiteness as a 
political identity, status, and experience. This occurs not only in mainstream polit-
ical discourse, but even in contexts and with those attuned to matters of race in the 
United States. In our time, those concerned with race talk a lot about whiteness but 
almost never about white settler- ness. Across the political spectrum, settler mem-
ory serves the white settler capacity to remember and not remember, to see and 
not see, to know and not acknowledge its settler- ness as a status produced through 
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slavery, its afterlife, and settler colonialism. Critical attention to settler memory is 
not only about attending to Indigeneity and settler colonialism historically and in 
our time, but also draws light on deeper forms of anti- Blackness that are masked 
when settler narratives are remembered as otherwise.

In all, the sanctuary city sign is a representative form of U.S. settler memory 
work that sees and does not see Indigenous people/settler colonialism as it also 
turns the history of the capture, transport, and enslavement of African people and 
their descendants into a narrative that would fit quite well with Housing and Urban 
Development Secretary Ben Carson’s March 2017 claim that slaves were the “other 
immigrants who came here in the bottom of slave ships, worked even longer, even 
harder for less.”37 Black Americans do not even get an * footnote in this construc-
tion, as they are incorporated into the immigrant story. Given its constitutive rela-
tionship to securing by masking white settler- ness, settler memory is at work in 
Carson’s statement in the way in which he remembers and at the same time dis-
avows slavery by subsuming it within an immigration narrative that elides— under 
the guise of it being a matter of terrible labor conditions, working “longer . . . for 
less”— the forced displacement and violence of U.S. enslavement of African and 
African- descended people. As Christina Sharpe reminds us “the bottom of slave 
ships” is also known as “the hold,” which is the place on a ship where cargo— here 
captured people transported across the Middle Passage— is stowed below deck. 
From the hold of a ship during enslavement to the holding cell of prison in the 
afterlife of slavery, the role of “the hold repeats and repeats and repeats in and into 
the present.”38 The intergenerational repetition of these practices produce and rein-
force dominant world views about racial hierarchy, among other dynamics, which 
can become accepted passively as somehow the unchangeable work of history, as 
just the way things are, and in this sense “the hold is what is taken as given; it is the 
logic, it is the characterization of a relation in that moment.”39 Wake work seeks 
to resist this hold on the given, whereas the work of settler memory sustains it. 
This chapter has argued that there are contrasting “givens” that have shaped the 
urgency and solidarity practices of the major political movements that emerged 
in the years leading up to and in response to the 2016 election. A major source of 
this difference between radical and liberal forms of resistance is how these move-
ments place themselves and their concerns in history, in the hold of contrasting 
collective memories.

Without doubt, there is considerable crossover in the people who actively 
support #NoDAPL and Black Lives Matter and those who actively oppose the 
Trump administration’s policies and state practices. These are not self- contained 
and mutually exclusive movements. This convergence, in some regard, was evi-
dent in the thousands who attended the Rise With Standing Rock, Native Nations 
March on Washington on March 10, 2017.40 This march was planned before but 
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was also catalyzed by the Trump administration’s directive to approve the contin-
ued construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline on February 7, 2017, which had 
been halted in December 2016 under the Barack Obama administration.41 As suc-
cessful and important as this D.C. march was, it did not capture the imagination 
and participation of millions as did the Women’s March on Washington in Janu-
ary 2017, which is a result of many causes. I have argued that one way to discern 
the difference in political mobilizations and forms and meaning of solidarity is to 
take note of the contrasting politics of memory between the #NoDAPL/#Black-
LivesMatter movements and the liberal anti- Trump movements, in which the 
former practices wake work and the latter too easily relies on the work of settler 
memory. This is not to say that #NoDAPL and radical Indigenous movements will 
always be on the same page with Black Lives Matter and radical Black movements, 
and vice versa, or internally among and within their own movements. As political 
theorist Jane Gordon aptly notes about the nature of collaborations that comprise 
political movements, “alliances are contingent and forged, contingent and forged 
again.”42 Any collaboration is a persistent working through of compatibilities and 
tensions as the movement develops, acts, and sets out key commitments and goals. 
I denoted forms of wake work in the practices of coinhabitation, critical thinking, 
care, and the community response of these movements that provide the basis for 
collaborations that have been forged historically and will likely continue moving 
forward. I have contrasted this with, in particular, liberal political movements in 
the United States that see and oppose, for very good reasons, the policies of the 
Trump administration, but which end up articulating a constrained imaginary of 
the past, present, and future of the United States, thereby narrowing the scope of 
collaborative possibilities and snuffing out radical potentiality. These efforts are 
embedded in and reflect the work of settler memory.

In this light, I turn one final time to Sharpe to consider a fundamental ques-
tion for all potential collaborators engaged in solidarity work, one that she devises 
from another sense of the hold: “How are we beholden to and beholders of each 
other in ways that change across time and place and space and yet remain?”43 The 
wake work of radical political movements and the work of settler memory of lib-
eral political movements end up with different answers to this question of our 
beholden- ness, our obligations. Wake work provides the basis to widen the frame 
of coinhabitation to imagine otherwise than is at present, and thereby demand 
of collaborators a greater level of critical thinking, care, response, action, and 
beholden- ness. The work of settler memory narrows the scope of one’s sense of 
obligations to others and to the world around us. This lack of beholden- ness dimin-
ishes the capacity to radically reimagine what the world might look like beyond 
this moment, and thereby puts our world into greater danger.
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THREATS OF VIOLENCE
REFUSING THE THIRTY METER TELESCOPE AND DAKOTA  
ACCESS PIPELINE

David Uahikeaikalei‘ohu Maile

This is an expanded version of an essay that was originally published December 22, 
2016, on the Cultural Anthropology website as part of the Hot Spots series.

What is a threat of violence? Who gets to say who is threatening violence? In 
particular, how are protectors of Indigenous life, land, and water labeled violent 
threats? These are central and pressing questions. In this essay, I investigate how 
the discursive formation “threats of violence” is produced and dispersed by the U.S. 
settler state across two struggles: the Thirty Meter Telescope (TMT) on Mauna a 
Wākea in Hawai‘i and Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) at the Mni Sose in Stand-
ing Rock. I explore the ways in which the U.S. settler state, with its multiple insti-
tutional forms, geographic locations, and individual agents, talks about violence 
when Kānaka Maoli (Native Hawaiians) refuse construction of TMT and when 
the Oceti Sakowin (Great Sioux Nation) refuses development of DAPL. As Kiaʻi 
(guardians and protectors) of Mauna a Wākea and Water Protectors of Mni Sose 
defend Indigenous life, land, and water, their actions and mere presence have been 
called violent. Defense gets coded violent. The defensive position, against projects 
like the TMT and DAPL that are violent in the first place, is reconfigured as hos-
tile, dangerous, and terrorizing. In this cacophony, stakes are high. What are the 
material consequences for Indigenous- centered movements for liberation when 
they are marked threats of violence? How does such a marking rationalize and 
defer concrete forms of violence? In what ways have Mountain and Water Pro-
tectors exposed the precariousness of U.S. settler- state sovereignty by collectively 
refusing TMT and DAPL?

I argue threats of violence is a discursive formation manufactured by the settler 
state with a dual function. First, suggesting protectors of Indigenous life, land, and 
water threaten violence, or simply are violent threats in and of themselves, justifies 
violent interventions against them by the settler state. In other words, (symbolic) 
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violence tries to conceal not only the colonial violence animating the settler state, 
and its brutal interventions against protectors of Indigenous life, land, and water, 
but also how TMT and DAPL have always already been violent to Indigenous life, 
land, and water. Co- constitutive of settler colonial capitalism, TMT and DAPL 
perform diverse forms of violence, from the desecration of sacred sites to resource 
extraction, environmental racism, and ecological genocide. My thesis here is sim-
ple. I elaborate in this essay on threats of violence. I hope to demonstrate that 
threats of violence might be upended by Mountain and Water Protectors asserting 
radical Indigenous sovereignties to blockade the TMT and DAPL, which high-
light and challenge the precariousness of U.S. settler sovereignty in performances 
of policing. I show how the refusals of TMT and DAPL articulate transoceanic 
alliances, forging solidarities in anticolonial and anticapitalist resistance. This is a 
crucial objective since the violence we experience as unique Indigenous peoples 
and nations is indeed similar. But rather than claim it to be universally the same, 
our specific refusals to similar structures of violence are, in fact, what binds us 
together. To conclude, I discuss that it is an aligned goal to end such violence that 
unites and strengthens us against the real threats: the settler state, settler colonial-
ism, and capitalism. The intertwining futures of Mauna a Wākea, Mni Sose, and 
many others depend on this.

Ku– Kia‘i Mauna

Mauna a Wākea— known also as Mauna Kea— is a sacred mountain to Kānaka 
Maoli that is located on Hawai‘i island. In her study of ho‘omana Hawai‘i (Indige-
nous beliefs and belief- related practices of Hawai‘i), Marie Alohalani Brown sug-
gests the sacredness of Mauna a Wākea is a fundamental characteristic in the 
movement to protect the mountain from TMT. It is a movement organized around 
the call to Kū Kiaʻi Mauna, which means stand and protect the mountain. Brown 
writes, “It is our kuleana (set of rights and responsibilities) to care for and pro-
tect our island world. We believe that upholding this kuleana is crucial to our 
physical, spiritual, and intellectual wellbeing. The struggle to protect Mauna a 
Wākea from further desecration is our kuleana.”1 This responsibility to protect 
the sacred in Hawai‘i is tied to Kānaka Maoli (Native Hawaiian) epistemology and 
ontology. Because of our particular ways of knowing and being, we must defend 
Mauna a Wākea at any cost. For example, in “Hanau- a- Hua- Kalani,” the birth chant 
authored for Kamehameha III Kauikeaouli, Mauna a Wākea is the genealogical 
kin of Papahānaumoku and Wākea. Papahānaumoku is our Earth Mother, and 
her name translates to “foundation that births islands,” whereas Wākea is our Sky 
Father and can be translated as “expansive sky.” Examining Kānaka Maoli geogra-
phies of exploration, David A. Chang contends, “The birth chant of Kauikeaouli 
evokes an identification between the newborn chief and the land,” in which, “these 
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identifications sacralized the ali‘i and also the land.”2 We come from and thus are 
intimately related to Mauna a Wākea. It is the piko (navel, umbilical cord, and 
blood relative) of our lāhui (people, nation, and nationhood). Leon No‘eau Peralto 
aptly explains, “Born of the union between Papahānaumoku and Wākea, Mauna a 
Wākea is an elder sibling of Hāloa, the first aliʻi [chief]. As such, both the Mauna 
and Kanaka are instilled, at birth, with particular kuleana to each other. This rela-
tionship is reciprocal, and its sanctity requires continual maintenance in order to 
remain pono, or balanced.”3 This is why we stand to protect.

There are other examples of how the mountain is a wahi kapu (sacred place). At 
almost 14,000 feet in elevation, the northern summit is the wao akua (realm of the 
gods) that connects Papahānaumoku to Wākea. After all, Mauna a Wākea literally 
means Wākea’s mountain. One mo‘olelo (story and history) discusses that Poliʻahu, 
the snow goddess of the mountain, was sought after by the god Kū in his form of 
Kūkahau‘ula, or Kū of the red- tinted snow.4 In this mo‘olelo, Kūkahau‘ula’s pursuit 
is thwarted. His kinolau (physical manifestation) is the rising sun, and Poliʻahu, in 
her kinolau of frost, snow, and freezing rain, stops him from pursuing her. Eventu-
ally, Kūkahau‘ula and Poliʻahu do embrace each other, and Poliʻahu’s heart melts 
along with the snow on Mauna a Wākea. This mo‘olelo elaborates on the sacred-
ness of the mountain in two important ways. On the one hand, it describes the 
mountain as a wahi pana (celebrated place) not just where our more- than- human 
relatives reside but also where our akua (gods) dwell in the physical world. When 
development of TMT was slated to begin, construction crews attempting to ascend 
to the northern plateau were stopped in their tracks by frost, snow, and freezing 
rain.5 Refusing her consent to the project, Poliʻahu prevented construction. On 
the other hand, the mo‘olelo illustrates how snow, creating and sustaining life for 
Hawai‘i island, can accumulate and melt into water on Mauna a Wākea in terms 
of ho‘omana Hawai‘i. It is an account of the end of the ice age, which provides an 
alternative history to dominant and naturalized narratives from Westernized sci-
ence. The point I am trying to make is that Mauna a Wākea is a wahi kapu, and it 
is our kuleana to protect it from being desecrated and destroyed.

The Thirty Meter Telescope International Observatory (TIO) organized in 
2014, after having been the Thirty Meter Telescope Observatory Corporation, 
to construct an industrial telescope complex on Mauna a Wākea. Advanced by 
TIO, the TMT would be a wide- field, alt- az Ritchey- Chrétien telescope with a 
thirty- meter diameter segmented primary mirror. In turn, the complex to house 
it requires a significant amount of space and land. According to KAHEA: The 
Hawaiian- Environmental Alliance, proposals for TMT estimate that it would be 
eighteen stories tall at 184 feet in height, extend twenty feet down into the moun-
tain, and create a construction footprint of eight acres with a final footprint of five 
acres. Furthermore, the development of TMT would excavate 64,000 cubic yards 
at the northern plateau and also add a 3,400- foot road.6 TIO suggests this would 
be the largest telescope in the world. With twenty- one telescopes and thirteen 
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of waste by producing 120– 250 cubic feet of solid waste every week, which will be 
stored, along with hazardous chemical materials, in a 5,000- gallon storage tank 
underground.7 Despite these pernicious ecological implications, constructing 
TMT at Mauna a Wākea is rationalized because of the mountain’s scientific value.

For Westernized science and its industry to produce knowledge about astron-
omy, Mauna a Wākea is a preferred build site. The mountain offers “the best win-
dow on the universe.”8 TMT’s General Information Brochure states, “To capture 
the sharpest images and produce the best science, astronomers need more than 
an extraordinary telescope; they also need an equally extraordinary location with 
just the right atmospheric qualities.”9 Our sacred mountain is an “extraordinary 
location” because of the value it adds to knowledge about science. Astronomers 
desire the mountain for its “atmospheric qualities,” as if akua like Poli‘ahu can be 
reduced to scientific commodity. The elevation, climate, and overall environmen-
tal conditions of the mountain are marked as ideal and exceptional, if not quanti-
fiably perfect. Consider the terms in which TIO delineates rationale for selecting 
Mauna a Wākea:

After a rigorous five- year campaign that spanned the entire globe, TMT scientists 
found such a site, Mauna Kea, a dormant volcano in Hawaii that rises nearly 14,000 
feet above the surface of the Pacific Ocean. This site, which is above approximately 
40 percent of Earth’s atmosphere, has a climate that is particularly stable, dry, and 
cold. All of which are important characteristics for clear seeing. This mountain in 
Hawaii is also home to some of today’s most powerful telescopes, including the Gem-
ini North Telescope, the Canada- France- Hawaii Telescope, the Subaru Telescope, 
and TMT’s forerunners the twin Keck telescopes.10

Additionally, the passage suggests that since there are other telescopes already 
built at the northern plateau of Mauna a Wākea, the newer, larger, and more pow-
erful TMT ought to be manufactured. The goal and promise is to “unlock new 
frontiers.”11 This conjures up an allegedly successful conquest of Hawaiʻi— an old 
frontier, they allude. But it also imagines the potential to open new frontiers in 
the universe. It is a timeworn logic and trope of Euro- American exploration that 
Jodi A. Byrd names “imperial planetarity,”12 or what we might refer to as plan-
etary imperialism. Such a promise invokes Fredrick Jackson Turner’s infamous 
“frontier thesis”— published in 1893, which happens to be the same year as the 
illegal U.S. military overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom, to encourage settlement 
of the American Southwest— that has been weaponized for the dispossession, 
elimination, and replacement of Native American peoples and nations.13 Tran-
siting U.S. empire,14 frontier violence extends from the American continent to 
Hawai‘i at Mauna a Wākea and against Kānaka Maoli. “We’re searching for truth 
and knowledge, the kinds of things that have motivated countries for centuries,” 
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opines professor of astronomy at California Institute of Technology Richard Ellis. 
He proclaims, “We don’t need to apologize.”15 This is the environmental impact, 
astronomy industry development, and science we are up against.

The total cost to build TMT is estimated at $1.5 billion, and funding has been 
pledged worldwide.16 The Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation, California Insti-
tute of Technology, University of California, National Astronomical Observatory of 
Japan, National Astronomical Observatories of the Chinese Academy of Sciences, 
Indian Astronomy Research Institutes, and Canadian government are all financing 
the project. This motley crew of funders, from U.S.- based universities to national 
astronomy organizations and even the Canadian crown, are paying the expenses to 
construct TMT. Ironically, some claim the financing will benefit Kānaka Maoli via 
expenditures, jobs, and educational scholarships.17 The claim has also been used 
to argue alleged benefits to Hawaiʻi and thus Kānaka Maoli to prove that TMT 
does not contribute to colonization: “From my vantage,” Kelly Dickerson writes, 
“colonialism is a separate issue from TMT.”18 Dickerson’s analysis is shortsighted 
and condescending, emblematic in the title of her article: “This Giant Telescope 
May Taint Sacred Land. Here’s Why It Should Be Built Anyway.” Frankly, her argu-
ment simply is not true. If my readers take anything away from this essay, I hope 
you will see that TMT is a project structured by and reifying settler colonial cap-
italism. For instance, the international funding of TMT demonstrates how global 
capital finances the desecration and destruction of Mauna a Wākea in a process 
that furthers the dispossession of Hawai‘i and elimination of Kānaka Maoli. It is a 
form of settler capitalism that brings together U.S. and Canadian settler states as 
well as Japan, China, and India. Colonialism and capitalism are core issues of TMT.

Financial support for TMT is aided by legal advocacy from the U.S. settler 
state. In 1968, Hawai‘i’s state land board issued a general lease to the University of 
Hawai‘i (UH) for the purpose of building only one telescope complex at Mauna 
a Wākea. After receiving this initial lease, multiple telescope complexes began 
developing, and public protest emerged with claims that new development vio-
lated terms of the general lease. In 2011, the UH submitted an application for a 
Conservation District Use Permit (CDUP) in order to acquire the proper permit-
ting to build TMT. A petition was filed then with the Board of Land and Natural 
Resources (BLNR) for a contested case hearing. However, the BLNR steamrolled 
ahead and approved the CDUP before holding the contested case hearing. But on 
December 2, 2015, the Hawai‘i Supreme Court ruled this violated due process by 
“putting the cart before the horse.”19 The decision invalidated the building permit 
and remanded the case back to the BLNR to hold a new contested case hearing. 
The new contested case hearing concluded on July 26, 2017, with the hearing’s offi-
cer recommending that the BLNR approve TMT’s building permit.20 On Septem-
ber 28, 2017, the BLNR voted in favor of granting a CDUP for TMT.21 Although 
the supreme court ruled against TMT, this brief legal history shows how the U.S. 
settler state in Hawai‘i has played a significant role in authorizing land leases and 
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omy industry development while simultaneously being produced from it. On this 
point, Byrd contends:

Transit refers to a rare astronomical event, the paired transits of Venus across the sun, 
that served in 1761 and again in 1769 as global moments that moved European con-
quest toward notions of imperialist planetarity that provided the basis for Enlight-
enment liberalism. The imperial planetarity that sparked scientific rationalism and 
inspired humanist articulations of freedom, sovereignty, and equality touched four 
continents and a sea of islands in order to cohere itself.22

In the pursuit to track the transit of Venus and universalize Enlightenment science, 
astronomy industry development emerged through the dispossession and elimi-
nation of Indigenous people by imperial nation- states. When the so- called fiftieth 
state of the union sanctions the TMT, it does not just mark how the state entity 
constitutes itself on stolen lands. It also demonstrates that advocacy of astronomy 
industry development proliferates settler colonial power so as to secure its insti-
tutionalization in the formation of Hawai‘i as a U.S. settler state.

Although legal actions have proved to be a successful strategy for stalling devel-
opment of TMT, the corporeal blockades directly stopped construction of TMT 
on the ʻāina (land, that which feeds). Currently, legal authority to begin build-
ing is still wrapped up in court. But the threat is not over. This is abundantly true 
since the Supreme Court’s main reason to invalidate TMT’s building permit was 
premised on due process. If the court recognizes that due process subsequently 
is followed, there is concern that authorization may be granted for TMT to pro-
ceed with construction, once and for all. It is the U.S. settler state that maintains 
so- called power in Hawai‘i to deny or grant these projects— a prescient reminder. 
And it is also the settler state producing and dispersing discourses that suggest 
Kia‘i protecting Mauna a Wākea are threats of violence.

Kia‘i protecting Mauna a Wākea have halted TMT from being built but, in doing 
so, been labeled violent. On July 14, 2015, Hawai‘i governor David Ige signed an 
emergency rule passed by the BLNR to criminalize and remove Kia‘i. Settler- state 
officials argued in favor of the emergency rule by claiming that Kia‘i “harassed” 
visitors and staff and even perpetrated numerous “hostile incidents,” “other threats 
of violence,” and a bomb threat.23 However, no evidence has come forth to substan-
tiate these claims. This is an echo chamber the settler state shouts into. Further-
more, their arguments referenced a June 24, 2015, blockade of TMT construction 
crews in order to suggest the rocks, boulders, and ahu (altars) placed on the road 
to the northern plateau caused “hazardous conditions.” Ige insisted, “We cannot let 
some people put others at risk of harm or property damage.”24 The language that 
he uses here argues that Kia‘i who placed rocks in the road, so that construction 
crews could not ascend to begin building the TMT, risked harming state workers 
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and tourists and risked damaging settler property. When BLNR passed the emer-
gency rule, Kia‘i were called an “imminent peril to the public health or natural 
resources.”25 Perhaps this discursive maneuver is not simply ironic but something 
more. This is how flagging Kia‘i as threats of violence does work to grant and defer 
violence exacted by the settler state as well as TMT. A few weeks after passing the 
emergency rule, in the early morning of July 31, 2015, on a Hawaiian national hol-
iday celebrating Lā Hoʻihoʻi Ea (Sovereignty Restoration Day), police from the 
Division of Conservation and Resource Enforcement crept up the mountain and 
arrested seven Kia‘i who were reoccupying Mauna a Wākea. The administrative 
power of the emergency rule provided executive authority to make these arrests, 
passed by the BLNR and signed into law by the governor. Therefore, accusing 
Kia‘i of violence allowed the settler state to do two things: (1) criminalize, detain, 
and incarcerate Kia‘i and (2) conceal the desecration and destruction of Mauna a 
Wākea by TMT. This is the work that threats of violence performs. Since 2015, it 
has operationalized fifty- nine different arrests of Kia‘i protecting the mountain, 
practicing and taking care of our kuleana to guard what we hold sacred.

Another example illuminates the imaginative speculation in threats of vio-
lence. On June 7, 2015, reports alleged that a bullet hole was found on a door at 
the Subaru Observatory, one of the many telescope complexes already erect upon 
Mauna a Wākea.26 Police investigated the claim, and Kia‘i were quickly blamed for 
the incident. Mountain Protectors reoccupying that wahi kapu haunted observa-
tory employees and their telescope complexes, and their relatively close proxim-
ity was reason enough to place blame. What is interesting about this case is the 
allegation was immediate, as if the threat of such violence— a loaded gun fired at 
an observatory— was unsurprisingly expected. Ben Gutierrez and Chelsea Davis 
noted, “Mauna a Wakea protector Kahookahi Kanuha said he has no idea where 
the damage came from. ‘We do not condone that kind of action by anybody for any 
reason at any time, especially on Mauna a Wakea, the place that we know is sacred,’ 
Kanuha said.”27 In a follow- up report a few days later, an observatory spokesper-
son clarified that the hole was not caused by a bullet but, instead, damage from 
an adjacent bolt fixture. Another plot twist, police confirmed that “the damage 
had been there for about six months.”28 The bullet hole was only reported, and its 
image circulated through news media, during a time when blockades amped up. 
Tom Callis observed, “TMT opponent Kaho‘okahi Kanuha said he was glad to 
see the matter resolved but also was disappointed that protesters, a few of whom 
remain camped on the mountain, were being accused on social media of being 
responsible.”29 In what should be in clearer focus, the depiction of Kia‘i as violent 
is a racist fabrication that sidesteps and attempts to erase the violence of TMT and 
its champion the settler state. It is a colonial violence enacted through the settler 
state’s existence, advocacy of TMT, and exercise of force against Kia‘i.

Whether it is the imagined threat of violent acts or violent bodies, threats of 
violence rationalizes police brutalization of Kia‘i. David Correia and Tyler Wall 
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of all powers internal to the police function.”30 When Kia‘i defending a different 
mountain sacred to Kānaka Maoli blockaded development, this became abun-
dantly clear. On August 2, 2017, more than one hundred Kia‘i attempted to block 
the delivery of a three- ton primary mirror for the Daniel K. Inouye Solar Telescope 
(DKIST) upon Haleakalā on Maui island. Applying new techniques for detainment 
and removal, adapted from lessons learned on Mauna a Wākea, police arrested six 
Kia‘i. Settler- state policing is not unique to the case of TMT. Astronomy develop-
ment is an industry, not one telescope. In fact, on July 30, 2015— the night before 
emergency rule arrests on Mauna a Wākea— heavily militarized police arrested 
twenty Kia‘i demonstrating against the DKIST on Haleakalā. David “Kai” Prais 
was arrested then. Subsequently, on August 2, 2017, he was arrested again, but 
this time in a spectacular display of violence. Prais was viciously detained and 
lost consciousness while in custody. A police officer pressed his knee into Prais’s 
skull. He shrieked in pain for help, but the cop “continued to keep his knee on his 
head.”31 The knee jammed into his skull, says Kaukaohu Wahilani who was next 
to Prais during the blockade, “was overkill.”32 Kāko‘o Haleakalā, a coalition orga-
nizing the blockade, commented that they called an ambulance while police “just 
stood there and did not assist.”33 The coalition and Kia‘i claim police used excessive 
force, whereas police suggest Prais “resisted arrest” and “officers did what they’re 
trained to do.”34 Labeling Kia‘i as threatening acts of violence and violent threats 
rationalizes and defers this visceral violence.

From Mauna a Wākea to Haleakalā, the discursive formation I have tracked 
here justifies police brutality to secure settler capital for astronomy industry devel-
opment in Hawai‘i. Conversely, settler capital bolsters the policing of our Moun-
tain Protectors, especially in a recent moment wherein former Hawaiʻi attorney 
general Douglas Chin compared Kia‘i to the fascist, alt- right white supremacists 
that marched on Charlottesville in the Unite the Right rally to request $2.5 mil-
lion from the state legislature for “respond[ing] to potential mass violence or civil 
disobedience, possibly atop Mauna a Wākea.”35 Although threats of violence is 
conjured in an abstract realm, the implications drawn are dangerously concrete.

Mni Wiconi

Over 3,500 miles away from Hawai‘i, the discursive formation threats of violence 
has been deployed at Oceti Sakowin (the Great Sioux Nation) against Water Pro-
tectors of the Mni Sose (Missouri River) to build DAPL. The parallels between 
how these movements are cast are no coincidence. They are Indigenous- centered 
struggles for liberation against projects of settler capitalism that the United States 
deeply desires. I contend that both movements— one protecting the mountain, one 
protecting the water— encounter this discursive formation as a transit of empire. 
Put differently, threats of violence transfers across these sites in order to cohere 
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U.S. control over Indigenous people and nations. For instance, whereas chants 
of Kū Kia‘i Mauna have been policed at Mauna a Wākea, at the Standing Rock 
Sioux Indian Reservation police have attempted to quell cries of Mni Wiconi. A 
Lakotayapi phrase, Mni Wiconi means “water is life.” More accurately, according 
to Jaskiran Dhillon and Nick Estes in the introduction to this volume, it means 
water is alive. Animate and alive, Mauna a Wākea and the Mni Sose are our more- 
than- human relatives and sacred, storied places. Relations with them, in fact, are 
responsibilities to refuse their desecration and destruction. In this volume and else-
where, folks other than myself are expertly positioned to speak on #NoDAPL and 
criticize the political economy of DAPL. In this section, I am interested in exam-
ining how discourses of violence circulate when Water Protectors guard the Mni 
Sose from DAPL. As a Kānaka Maoli scholar, I launch my analysis of the threats 
of violence from Hawai‘i. But, as I aim to show, what has been taking place in my 
ancestral homeland shares unfortunate similarities with what is occurring in the 
territories of other Indigenous peoples and nations. These are relationships that 
cross oceans, mountains, and rivers. In my writing here, I hope to cultivate such 
relations not just in solidarity but with ethical sincerity.

On June 1, 2017, Energy Transfer Partners (ETP) completed construction of 
DAPL.36 Almost 1,200 miles in length, this gargantuan pipeline begins in the Bak-
ken fields of North Dakota, drags down through South Dakota and Iowa, and emp-
ties into a depot in Patoka, Illinois. The Energy Transfer Crude Oil Pipeline then 
moves oil from Patoka to storage farms in Nederland, Texas. There is big money 
in this. It is a $3.8 billion project, but $2.5 billion are financed through loans. Cap-
ital has been lent by seventeen banks, such as TD Securities, the Bank of Tokyo- 
Mitsubishi UFJ, and Mizuho Bank who are primary lenders of the key DAPL 
loan.37 At the time of writing this, DAPL is transporting approximately 470,000 
barrels of crude oil each day, with promises that it could reach up to 520,000 bar-
rels per day.38 Half a million barrels of oil pass every day underneath the Mni Sose, 
specially at Lake Oahe reservoir in Cannon Ball, North Dakota, where the Stand-
ing Rock Sioux Indian Reservation is located. Notably though, Amy Dalrymple 
reported, “an early proposal for the Dakota Access Pipeline called for the proj-
ect to cross the Missouri River north of Bismarck, but one reason that route was 
rejected was its potential threat to Bismarck’s water supply.”39 In a blatant display 
of environmental racism, the possibility for contaminating water supplies of the 
Standing Rock Sioux was a risk worth taking by the U.S. settler state and corpora-
tions to protect the lives and water of Bismarck, the capitol city of North Dakota 
with an overwhelming white majority population— putting the white supremacy 
of settler capitalism on full display. So, the Standing Rock Sioux and Cheyenne 
River Sioux Tribes sued the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. They brought suit on 
the basis that the corps granted permits for DAPL before sufficiently considering 
the project’s environmental impact. On June 14, 2016, District Court Judge James 
Boasberg ruled in favor of the tribes, arguing under the premise of the National 
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with NEPA in many areas, the Court agrees that it did not adequately consider 
the impacts of an oil spill on fishing rights, hunting rights, or environmental jus-
tice.” Despite stalling DAPL, the decision did not erode its easement. Months 
later on October 11, Boasberg made another ruling, which authorized that DAPL 
could continue operations, pending an environmental review by the corps. Later in 
December, he imposed interim measures for spill response plans at Lake Oahe, in 
the wake of a 210,000 gallon oil leak from the Keystone Pipeline in South Dakota.40

Judicial and corporate powers, the settler state and finance capital, and law 
and oil have congealed in favor of DAPL at the expense of the Mni Sose and Oceti 
Sakowin. Sharing affinities with TMT in Hawai‘i, DAPL is conditioned through 
settler colonial capitalism while also contributing to it. In unique yet overlapping 
operations of violence, settler capitalism permeates telescopes and pipelines. But 
they are forms of violence that have been refused steadfastly.

When construction approached Lake Oahe in the beginning of 2016, thou-
sands upon thousands of people gathered in Standing Rock to stop DAPL and 
protect the Mni Sose. Multiple camps formed, and Water Protectors organized 
their refusal on- the- ground. However, talk began to surface that Water Protectors 
were planning violent actions. Morton County Sheriff Kyle Kirchmeier played a 
substantial role in proliferating these ideas. For example, Kirchmeier in particular 
“has been largely responsible for law enforcement at the site and he has accused 
protesters of shooting guns, carrying weapons and even threatening to use pipe 
bombs against his officers.”41 He once alleged, “We have had incidents and reports 
of weapons, of pipe bombs, of some shots fired.”42 However, Jon Eagle Sr., the 
Tribal Historic Preservation Officer for the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe, responded 
to accusations of pipe bombs being constructed in camps near the Mni Sose. He 
exclaimed, “When we say we’re loading our pipes, that’s our chanupa. That’s a 
sacred object that we carry to communicate with everything within creation. It’s 
not a weapon.”43 Discussing this with Eagle, Kate Grumke added, “Eagle thinks 
law enforcement misinterpreted what people were saying on social media. He said 
they were talking about sacred pipes, not pipe bombs.”44 Reports about crafting 
and detonating bombs, much like those circulating about protectors of Mauna a 
Wākea, were yet another speculative fiction. They are imagined for symbolic maxi-
mization with minimal material evidence. Yet, such accusations were produced by 
agents of the U.S. settler state as a way of establishing threats of violence.

Threats of violence exacted physical damage to the Water Protectors. On Sep-
tember 4, 2016, Water Protectors rallied to a construction site adjacent to Lake 
Oahe where bulldozers, making room for the pipeline, dug up sites sacred to the 
Oceti Sakowin. A private security force was contracted by ETP to manage the sit-
uation. Trained dogs and dog handlers from Frost Kennels in Ohio were employed 
and present during this time. After seeing DAPL crews tear up the earth, Water 
Protectors broke through a wire fence and attempted to shut down bulldozers. Six 
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bulldozers pulled back from the site, and additional security arrived to push back 
Water Protectors. Security forces then deployed pepper spray as well as dogs. Some 
handlers charged Water Protectors, releasing their hold on dogs so that they could 
attack freely without restraint. A modern version of Deborah Miranda’s “dogs of 
conquest,”45 large German shepherds sank their teeth into the bodies of Water Pro-
tectors to the point at which blood could be seen dripping from the dogs’ mouths.

However, the story told by private security and local police forces centered on 
how escalating protester violence needed to be subdued. “It started out peaceful,” 
said Frost Kennel owner Bob Frost, “but as soon as you tear a fence down, come 
in charging and screaming and throwing stuff, that’s not peaceful.”46 Represen-
tatives from the security detail identified “there were no intentions of using the 
dogs or handlers for security work. . . . However, because of the protest events, the 
dogs were deployed as a method of trying to keep the protesters under control.”47 
In other words, these were tactics necessitated because Water Protectors were 
allegedly not peaceful and acting lawlessly. The Morton County Sheriff ’s Depart-
ment observed that “within five minutes the crowd of protestors, estimated to be 
a few hundred people became violent. They stampeded into the construction area 
with horses, dogs and vehicles.”48 Not lacking irony, the statement by the Morton 
County Sheriff ’s Department flags that Water Protectors attacked with dogs, before 
private security did. Sheriff Kirchmeier suggested the action “was more like a riot 
than a protest.”49 The language of protest became supplanted by more inflamma-
tory rhetoric: rioting. Therefore, the U.S. settler state fashioned ideas that Water 
Protectors of Mni Sose were not protectors or even protesters. For the settler state, 
they were rioters who represented threats of violence.

The following month, in October, police presence increased, as did their vicious 
interventions. Road blocks on highways strengthened. Police from outside of Mor-
ton County were called in for back- up. The National Guard also arrived. Sheriff 
Kirchmeier continued to speak, in press conferences and media interviews, about 
the absolute danger of protestors and their camps. On October 26, days after Water 
Protectors created a new frontline treaty camp, claimed from sovereign territo-
rial authority detailed in the 1851 Treaty of Fort Laramie, police ameliorated their 
rationale to intervene. The sheriff of Cass County in Minnesota, Paul Laney, noted 
live to press, “We don’t want a confrontation . . . we’re having our hand forced.” On 
that same day, Kirchmeier was interviewed by the press where he stated a large 
group of police and military forces gathered to “end this peaceful.” Reminiscent of 
earlier dog attacks by private security, police at Standing Rock carefully forged a 
narrative that suggested violent confrontation was desired by Water Protectors and 
that militarized police response was forced, as a result, in order to promote peace 
and manifest resolution. This was a cunning rhetorical strategy that promulgated 
threats of violence as a form of gaslighting, an institutionalized practice whereby 
the settler state weaponizes uneven relations of racialized colonial power to manip-
ulate material realities for abusive ends that prop up its own legitimacy and free 
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peoples and nations within such an abusive relationship.
What happened next on October 27 was nothing short of spectacularly vio-

lent. Upward of three hundred officers from various law enforcement agencies, 
more than 30 percent of which came from outside of North Dakota, descended 
on the frontline treaty camp.50 Settler- state police collaborated with ETP’s private 
security, with reports indicating sniper teams were positioned in various loca-
tions using all- terrain vehicles operated by security.51 Accompanied by a fleet of 
Humvee vehicles, police forces advanced on Water Protectors at two barricades 
of the frontline treaty camp, at North Dakota highways 1806 and 134. They were 
equipped with assault rifles, sound cannons, concussion grenades, rubber bul-
lets, bean bag rounds, tasers, pepper spray, tear gas, and batons, and used them 
in shocking force. Purposed to remove and detain Water Protectors, the massive 
battalion broke through barricades and invaded the camp, arresting 142 people. 
Many of those arrested were drawn on with identification numbers, stripped of 
their clothes, and crammed into dog kennels. At least one Water Protector had a 
hood placed over their head.52 Afterwards, the United Nations special rapporteur 
on the rights of freedom of association and assembly, Maini Kiai, claimed, “Law 
enforcement officials, private security firms and the North Dakota National Guard 
have used unjustified force to deal with opponents of the Dakota Access pipeline.”53 
“This is a troubling response,” he went on to say, “to people who are taking action 
to protect natural resources and ancestral territory in the face of profit- seeking 
activity. . . . The excessive use of State security apparatus to suppress protest against 
corporate activities that are alleged to violate human rights is wrong.” Kiai’s state-
ment powerfully illustrates, quite explicitly, that police and private security forces 
combined to mete out spectacular forms of violence against Water Protectors in an 
unjustified and flagrant manner, demonstrating clear violations of human rights 
that functioned in the name of ongoing colonialism and capitalism.

Transoceanic Solidarities

Although the discursive formation threats of violence has been utilized by settler- 
state forces to rationalize and defer concrete violence against protectors of Indig-
enous life, land, and water from Mauna a Wākea to the Mni Sose, collectively 
sustained refusals of TMT and DAPL expose the precariousness of U.S. settler 
sovereignty. In both movements, the policing of Mountain and Water Protec-
tors, fighting in Indigenous- centered movements for liberation, is a performance. 
The settler state attempts to perform territorial control and juridical authority 
to counter claims that lands have been stolen and laws and policy are actually 
unlawful— claims that Kānaka Maoli and Oceti Sakowin have made in and out of 
courts. In this equation, policing offers a unique function. The institution of police 
and techniques for policing try to concretize U.S. settler sovereignty. When Kia‘i 
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reoccupied Mauna a Wākea to defend it from the desecration and destruction of 
TMT, the BLNR and governor of Hawai‘i institutionalized emergency rules to 
criminalize and remove Kia‘i. When Water Protectors established the frontline 
treaty camp premised on the 1851 Treaty of Fort Laramie, the Morton County 
Sheriff ’s Department mobilized a massive militarized police force to break up bar-
ricades and dismantle the camp. These were performances that, in and of them-
selves, demonstrated a lack of control. When Kia‘i were blamed for a hole in the 
door of the Subaru Observatory atop Mauna a Wākea, it was confirmed that the 
hole was not a bullet hole but, instead, pierced from an adjacent bolt fixture. When 
Water Protectors were accused of making bombs, it was confirmed that police mis-
took sacred chanupa pipes for what they imagined to be pipe bombs. These were 
performances of speculation proven to be untrue.

The imperfections and limits of U.S. settler sovereignty have unraveled. The 
assault at Standing Rock clarifies, as Byrd laments, “in the United States, the Indian 
is the original enemy combatant.”54 For Lisa Ford, the criminalization of Indige-
nous populations, from America to Australia, is an original feature of settler sover-
eignty. She suggests, “The exercise of jurisdiction over indigenous crime performs 
the myth of settler sovereignty over and over.”55 What Ford refers to as legal myth, 
Mark Rifkin calls an empty sign of settler sovereignty,56 which, when performed 
over and over again, reveals a hollowness in settler- state power to be antagonized.

The refusals of TMT and DAPL have amplified the power of Indigenous- 
centered movements for liberation to antagonize real threats of violence to our 
mountains and lands, to our rivers and water, to our people and nations. What 
these collective refusals have been forged in are transoceanic solidarities. “For all 
the differences between American Indians and Kānaka,” Chang reflects, “the most 
important force that made them like one another was the problem of American 
colonialism.”57 I would add that it is the problems of the U.S. settler state, settler 
colonialism, and capitalism. Kānaka Maoli and Oceti Sakowin have shown soli-
darity against both DAPL and TMT in the profoundly anticolonial, anticapitalist 
philosophies of Kū Kia‘i Mauna and Mni Wiconi. Indeed, Water Protectors have 
guarded Mauna a Wākea and Kia‘i have defended the Mni Sose. These are strug-
gles shared against real, material, and visceral forms of violence structured in the 
colonialism and capital championed by the U.S. settler state. Such relationships 
must be sustained and cultivated so that our collective refusals of TMT and DAPL 
may work in concert toward unseating settler states and overturning settler cap-
italism, once and for all.
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DECOLONIZE THIS PLACE AND RADICAL SOLIDARITY
AN INTERVIEW WITH NITASHA DHILLON AND AMIN HUSAIN

Jaskiran Dhillon

Nitasha Dhillon and Amin Husain are MTL, a collaboration that joins research, aesthetics, 
organizing, and action in its practice. Amin, a Palestinian American, has a BA in philosophy, 
a JD from Indiana University Law School, and an LLM from Columbia University. He 
practiced law for five years before transitioning to art, studying at the School of the 
International Center of Photography and Whitney Independent Study Program. Nitasha, 
an Indian national, has a BA in mathematics from St. Stephen’s College, University of 
Delhi; she attended the Whitney Independent Study Program in New York and School of 
the International Center of Photography. Together, as MTL, Nitasha and Amin cofounded 
MTL+, the collective that facilitates Decolonize This Place, Global Ultra Luxury Faction, 
the direct action wing of Gulf Labor Coalition, Strike Debt, Rolling Jubilee, and Tidal: 
Occupy Theory magazine. This interview was conducted on November 5, 2017.

As the resistance at Standing Rock grew, New York City became one of the pri-
mary sites of radical solidarity and support for the movement against the Dakota 
Access Pipeline. In this interview, Nitasha Dhillon and Amin Husain from Decol-
onize This Place describe their work of politicized allyship.

Jaskiran Dhillon: Let’s start with a general question about what Decolonize This 
Place is and how it emerged.

Nitasha Dhillon: Decolonize This Place was first organized by MTL+. We have, 
as you know, many core organizers to this project. Decolonize This Place is a call 
to action and an ongoing construction of a “we” that materializes in opening up 
spaces as decolonial formations, bringing together specificities of struggle within 
an overall analytic of decolonization that aim for communal futures and decolo-
nial freedom. It is necessarily unsettling, and its core is an “us” who are militants 
of life.
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Decolonize This Place banners. Photograph by Nick Estes.

Our first action with Decolonize This Place was at the Brooklyn Museum in 
May 2015. I think that was also the start of our work with being in solidarity with 
Indigenous struggles here in the United States. We were talking about Palestine and 
gentrification in Brooklyn, but it was also important for us to begin with talking 
about the occupation of this land. And from that action we moved to 55 Walker 
Street, which is an artist space, and took it over. We looked at it as a movement 
space and that was organized around five different strands: Indigenous struggle, 
Black liberation, free Palestine, global wage workers, and degentrification.

So that’s really where the work began, and one of the first things we did during 
that time was actually support one of our collaborators, NYC Stands with Standing 
Rock, for the first action that was organized at Washington Square Park.

Amin Husain: Yeah, I mean, the importance of the list Nitasha just described was 
in a way to decenter whiteness. So when we were offered a space— we were offered 
an exhibition, and what we said is that we don’t want to do an exhibition, but we’re 
willing to take the space from the gallery, which was two floors, a large space, its 
pedigree, and also its resources, and redistribute that for the groups that are not 
NGOs, that are doing radical work, that are trying to build, that are unsettling, 
and can open the possibility for different futures.
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At the time that Standing Rock was happening and we wanted to take the lead 
from people that were doing that work, the New York City Stands with Standing 
Rock Collective, and so we played a supporting role. But in action. And so all the 
resources and space were made available, and we used all our assets, whatever we 
had to support that work. And also to build good faith and to recognize that we 
actually are throwing down for the sake of our freedom, as artists, as cultural pro-
ducers, as thinkers, as doers. And from there, we continued to build our relation-
ships together with the intention of knowing that our relationships would go on 
past this specific struggle.

JD: Yes, I remember how instrumental Decolonize This Place was in helping us 
organize that first rally and supply drive, and then so many things afterwards as 
well. Can you comment on how you saw Standing Rock as emblematic of some of 
the work that matters to the heart of Decolonize This Place and MTL+?

AH: It’s the moment in which it came in the evolution of our thinking. We were 
also involved in what is known as Occupy Wall Street, and the failures there led 
us over time to understand that social justice is operating within silos. We also 
recognized that the word “occupy” is problematic, and it excluded some essen-
tial kind of thinking, core thinking, to how to create this different world that we 
want to live in. We tried doing stuff around debt, thinking that the notion of debt 
can get at capitalism and in a way can kind of create a different space for mapping 
our struggle. But we also recognize that it lacked the racial analysis that needed to 
happen. So when Standing Rock started, we knew of Indigenous resurgence, but 
we didn’t really know how to incorporate it into our thinking. And so the failures 
led us to this moment that happened at the time of Standing Rock, with us doing 
an action about Palestine, and that recognition of how it was that we were talking 
about Palestine— which is about occupation and settler colonialism— and not talk 
about what does it mean to be part of, and complicit in, the settler colonialism 
happening here in the United States.

JD: Right. You began to see the connections.

AH: Yes. And so it’s a question of timing and it’s a question of failures that led us to 
that moment and then also just knowing people who are involved in that struggle 
here in the city. It was essential for us to begin to think together. And the first ban-
ner that went up in the Decolonize This Place space, the only banner that we actu-
ally made for that space, was a banner that Nitasha insisted on. It said: “de- occupy.”

JD: I think that helps to clarify why you support Standing Rock at this moment. 
I’m wondering if you can speak just a little bit more generally here to your ideas 
about solidarity. It seems like you are implying that this kind of solidarity work is 
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could reflect on this idea and what it means to work in solidarity. Clarify, in other 
words, your understanding and ideas about solidarity and then I think maybe some 
direct references to how this connects to your work in Palestine.

AH: I mean you know the thing about solidarity and a lot of words like that, is that 
at some point they seem to lack the vision and the commitment for how solidarity 
is directly related to each group’s liberation, freedom, possibilities, and life. And 
this has been a frustrating experience. And in thinking about solidarity, people 
don’t— our experience has been that within the circles that we traversed prior to 
Decolonize This Place and what led us to that point, is people don’t really think of 
solidarity as a political choice and that it is part of a strategy. It is a political choice 
and a kind of identity.

And that is actually an embodiment of the kind of politics that we want to 
have and live by in this world. And I think that we wanted to kind of think about 
solidarity in terms of how our actions relate to each and every group’s liberation, 
not to speak on behalf of others, but actually construct a new “we.” In the process 
of doing this, in the process of showing people the level of commitment, not to 
help others, but actually to help ourselves in the process. That’s where my solidar-
ity thinking comes from. Now why is that important strategically? It’s something 
that we see in Palestine. The exceptionalization of Palestine versus a specificity 
of the struggle in Palestine in relation to settler colonialism is something that we 
think about. We know that Palestinians themselves perpetuate forms of oppression 
against one another, and that’s part of what is happening. So the new formations 
that we’re thinking about are formations that in a way do not, are not, limited by 
boundaries and borders, are not limited by even an identity that is taken up as 
Palestinian. Though there are people who lead and people who are accomplices 
and people who support, right, and that we take turns at doing that, and as we— in 
the process of doing this— we learn from one another and undo in fact, the things 
that perpetuate the conditions of injustice that we exist in.

ND: To add to that I’ll give a concrete example. In the context of art institutions, 
wherever you go, everywhere you see that there is an urgent need to actively shift 
the way these institutions work. They have been institutions of settler colonial 
power. You often see the language of “native New Yorkers.” So how you shift in 
terms of the language was something that was very important. Also a lot of our 
struggles can get co- opted, but when we— and in this construction of the “we” 
that Amin is talking about— when we actually work together it becomes very dif-
ficult for them to actually tackle it and co- opt it. And it helps us to keep moving, 
it helps us to also not be stagnant at one place because that is very important for 
the work that we do, that we have to keep moving.
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JD: I see. So a kind of coalition building and solidarity in the ways that you’re 
describing it as a political strategy to also counter co- optation by state institutions.

AH: Yeah, it’s collapsing a lot of concerns and problems together. So rather than 
simplify it and make it digestible, rather than it speaking to power, in the process 
of collaboration, we’re speaking to each other. And in the process of speaking to 
each other, we’re learning and unlearning as we do and in that kind of situation 
we’re also cognizant of our movement’s ebb and flow in time, in terms of intensi-
ties. We all have multiple concerns just like we carry with us multiple identities, 
and I think that doing that kind of work where it’s not just focused on one thing 
also allows us to make the connections. So that it’s not just intersectional, but it’s 
actually moving toward this understanding, that is complex, of a world that we 
live in that has been made complex for our understanding.

JD: It sounds to me that relationships, building relationships are central to what 
it is that’s required if you’re trying to have these kinds of multiple axes of experi-
ence and also organizing to come together in a space like Decolonize This Place. 
Can you reflect a little bit on that? How you think about relationships within the 
context of your work?

AH: Yeah. I mean the thing about relationships is that it’s the core. I mean you can 
talk about capitalism all you want, socialism, those kinds of things, leaving aside 
that they come from a Western epistemology, put that aside even, but they can 
feel like abstractions. But of course we live them and experience them every day 
of our life. So then the question is, how do we actually understand them, how do 
we learn to be cognizant of them in how we are living?

In that sense, relationships become almost a pedagogical experience for us. 
Where the failure of imagination all of a sudden is supplanted by these kinds of 
relationships that raise more questions. The other thing about doing this kind of 
work is that most people think of activism, or think of teaching, or think of orga-
nizing as specific modes of operating, when in fact most of the organizing in our 
experience happens over coffee, over food, over shared space, in ways that a meet-
ing for two hours facilitated by the best facilitators won’t actually produce the kind 
of experience that people need to continue doing the work. Or the imagination that 
is needed to continue on. So by creating the space, by focusing on relationships, 
we actually recognize where our powers are, and we recognize not the abstraction 
but actually how this thing is embodied in our relationships.

JD: Absolutely. I couldn’t agree more. I think it’s absolutely so key, and you see this 
when you try to teach political education. You can teach history, rewrite history, 
counter narratives to imperialist and colonial history, but people without access 
or access points in terms of developing connections to the way it’s lived in the 
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it, because there’s nothing to sustain it.

ND: Yes. The other thing I think we’ve encountered a lot in terms of trajectories of 
people being involved is once they understand the critique, there’s also a sense of 
paralysis. There’s either guilt, there’s either shame, there are all these things but it 
doesn’t mobilize people, or it doesn’t get people to think of what they can actually 
do in terms of action. So a lot of people will do programming around these things 
but they won’t know how to actually change it in their institutions. And that is 
where these relationships come in and help us figure it out together.

JD: This is a great segue to having you speak a little bit about the kind of concrete 
and material political work that you engaged in to foster these relationships. Can 
you offer a sampling of the range of the kinds of things that you did? This seems 
to be one of the really key distinguishing features of the work of Decolonize This 
Place, at least in my view as an organizer.

ND: I think I would give the example of the most recent action that we did, which 
was at the Museum of Natural History. It was the second Anti- Columbus Day Tour, 
and we produced a brochure for this one. There were numerous organizations 
involved: Decolonize This Place and NYC Stands with Standing Rock, BYP100 
which is Black Youth Project 100, Eagle and Condor House, American— sorry— 
Eagle and Condor Center, and American Indian Community House. And also 
the South Asia Solidarity Initiative and Chinatown Art Brigade. And many more. 
And the knowledge came together with this brochure where different movements 
were challenging the different halls in the museum. So again the same idea of hav-
ing specificity of the struggle but then being able to move together. It was more 
than twenty or thirty people who worked on that brochure, and it took us almost 
a month to actually come together to make that. People visited the museum; they 
saw what was screwed up in relation to the exhibit they were talking about, came 
back, wrote the text, and then we put it all together.

AH: Yeah, and I think that one way— I mean part of the reason we call it a tour is 
so that we can make it family friendly. And we also kind of live up to that promise. 
Because what’s important for us is also the generational knowledge that’s shared. 
And this is a transgressive act. We took over the museum. We de- occupied it with 
our voices, with our bodies, in formations that they actually are not used to see-
ing come together.

Largely people of color. Many Indigenous. Each having a role and each hav-
ing a leading role in the process of doing this. And this is the kind of work that’s 
important. Like how do we construct the “we”? Well, the brochure is an example. 
Everyone went to their hall of interest, their hall of concern, the hall that seems, 
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that claims, to represent them and actually sat with it and thought what kind of 
history is it telling? What kind of knowledge is it perpetuating? And then having 
to sit with their community outside of the museum and talk about it. Then having 
to translate it into words. Then for us to collaboratively work on it in the process of 
making the brochure, from the visual to the language and now it’s being translated 
to Spanish and other groups who are actually only Spanish speaking are running 
tours through the museum. So we open up the space, we collaboratively work on 
it, multiple different groups take over the museum, make it for the people; in the 
process these formations are merged to the outside where we had a community 
gathering where people heard about each other’s struggles, and that’s important.

Now, we could’ve done something to the museum that day, something to the 
statue that day but we chose not to because it’s important for us to feel strong and 
good together. Then autonomous groups you know, went at night and did some-
thing to the statue because it was necessary to also point out how the statue at the 
front of that museum perpetuates settler colonialism. Now that’s just one example. 
We need to actually recognize that if we don’t build together we’re not effective. 
And so how do we do that? We show up. We do social media. We build good faith 
and trust. And over time friendships. These gestures are necessary, they’re part of 
being generous but they’re part of embodying a certain politics. With that, peo-
ple started coming together. And if we can share a space and see things together, 
something can emerge.

ND: Something very tangible.

AH: Something very tangible. And also you further demands in that process. So 
we have concrete demands, some of which are probably considered unachievable. 
But there are other demands that are very tangible: renaming the day for example, 
for the museum to come out to say that we want the day renamed. And another 
thing is to say that this statue shouldn’t be at the front of the most highly funded 
museum and most frequented by youth and children in this city.

ND: And so it was important for us to start with Indigenous struggle because we 
are on Lenape land, and then move to all these other struggles.

AH: Just one more comment, Jaskiran.

JD: Go ahead, of course.

AH: It often blindsides people as to why Palestine. But really it’s an extension of 
the same logic. You know Palestine is this— it’s almost— it kind of collapses differ-
ent histories and futures together. And it’s supported by the empire of the United 
States, as an external colony of this country in the same way Puerto Rico functions 
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tion struggles of the past that we’re more familiar with, Algeria, Libya, you know 
you take your pick, Palestine is a country that even the right to self- determination 
didn’t materialize in a nation- state. Not that that’s the goal. But so you have a sit-
uation where a lot of what Fanon writes about, it actually gets visualized in Pales-
tine right now. A lot of the biopolitics gets visualized in Palestine right now. This 
idea of late capitalism, neoliberalism, and what are the conditions of the people to 
exist in this kind of Western- centric world, are things that we experience all like, 
rather than in time, like other people may have, all together. And in a way, it kind 
of highlights— because it’s a smaller territory, it makes us understand how these 
things interrelate. And the complicity that extends beyond us here.

JD: Those connections are so important.

AH: I know it’s tempting to isolate it to a specific geography, but it’s actually not 
helpful in our experience. We have to be as bold as power is oppressive. And what 
is the solution? Well the solution isn’t the state. States are one of the most oppres-
sive structures that we know to exist. So then how does a Palestinian imagine, 
under these forms of oppression, a different future? We know it’s hard to imagine. 
So then what does this mean? It’s these connections that we are describing and 
interlinking in how we struggle. Just when you feel like the world has closed in, to 
actually see someone reaching out for you.

JD: That’s a great way to end this piece and a clear indication of why this kind of 
solidarity work matters so much.
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DEATH OF HYDRA

Joel Waters

it is eel- like
the reach of corporations
who worm their way thru
loophole after loophole
to take imminent domain
over the landscape
for the sake of some coal
or even black gold
and often we are told
it will be good for the nation
but this is a nation
of encroaching corporations
who have sky- scraped
through Mount Olympus
to control the laws that
govern us
and corrupt the ones who swore
to protect us
this land is no mans land
when it can be seized by a court order
stolen by bureaucracy
by proxy of a bank
it was only a matter of time
before a new hydra was born
out of the entrails of a dead plutocracy
whose oily tentacles
have now reached across our waters
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selling a pipe dream
to an awakening nation
it is time to fight oil for water
it is time to fight oil with blood
for we have countless ancestors
fighting through us
fighting with us
let their voices slay
the many heads
of the black snake
let our words be the scythe
let our prayers be the fire
that cauterizes the wounds
of this greedy beast of an empire

“The Black Snake.” Photograph by Michelle Latimer.
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MAPPING A MANY- HEADED HYDRA
TRANSNATIONAL INFRASTRUCTURES OF EXTRACTION  
AND RESISTANCE

Katie Mazer, Martin Danyluk, Elise Hunchuck,  
and Deborah Cowen

The planet is in a state of social and ecological crisis that is anchored in infra-
structure. Standing Rock is about many things, as this very collection suggests: 
Indigenous sovereignty and the reassertion of treaties, water protection and envi-
ronmental coalition, extractive industries and settler colonial violence, privatized 
and militarized security forces. But alongside all of this, Standing Rock is also 
a flashpoint struggle in a broader frenzy over infrastructure. Public and private 
authorities at every scale are currently investing unprecedented amounts in the 
collectively assembled systems that are said to reproduce human life. Mainstream 
debates frame the current crisis as one of an “infrastructure deficit” and locate the 
solution to this quantitative shortage of infrastructure in its financialization. In 
this context, infrastructure is governed as a technical matter of economic secu-
rity, foreclosing broader political engagement. This financialization coalesces with 
the securitization of critical infrastructure over the last decade that has seen states 
and corporations surveille and criminalize those who contest infrastructure plans, 
development, and management.1

Water Protectors challenged a particular piece of pipe— the Dakota Access 
Pipeline (DAPL)— but they also challenged mainstream conceptions of infra-
structure and enacted alternatives. They revealed that the crisis of infrastructure 
lies not simply in its failure or absence, but sometimes in its presence— as DAPL 
suggests. Standing Rock exposes how problems of infrastructure are more than 
merely technical; it is at the heart of the making of in/justice, and the stakes of 
infrastructure are more than just the bottom line. In the work of the Water Pro-
tectors, other kinds of infrastructure are also visible— alternative or fugitive forms 
that sustained a transnational solidarity movement and that reproduced large com-
munities who gathered on site.

Infrastructures crisscross the two- dimensional puzzle pieces of national sov-
ereignty that constitute the settler state system. Infrastructures have distinct 
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whether through pipes, cables, or cement. Network architectures take the form at 
scales above and below the nation- state and traverse borders. The nascent infra-
structures of the protection camps were organized across Indigenous lands that 
themselves underlie national borders (both geographically and historically).

This chapter is based on a report we produced collaboratively that attempted to 
trace the changing contours of these infrastructural networks.2 This work, intended 
for public education and community use, took detailed stock of the broader North 
American oil pipeline network, using a time- series of maps to accessibly illustrate 
the dynamic state of both extractive infrastructure expansion and the growing 
social networks that are challenging it. What becomes clear from the perspective 
of the broader network is that the impacts of individual flashpoints like Standing 
Rock ripple through the rest of the system. This networked, relational dynamic 
is reflected not only in industry strategies, but also in the tactics and geographies 
of solidarity and resistance to DAPL and other pipelines across North America. 
This was on clear display when water defenders resolutely refused to abandon the 
camps after the Army Corps of Engineers denied the easement for the final por-
tion of the pipeline in December.3 By maintaining that the fight was not over until 
the project was cancelled, protesters invoked the extensive social and ecological 
geographies surrounding and impacted by the pipeline that defy the boundaries 
of the company’s tidy maps.

By highlighting some of the networks surrounding DAPL and the struggle at 
Standing Rock, this chapter illustrates that the Dakota Access is fundamentally 
transnational not only for its entrenchment in transnational networks of infra-
structure, commodity flows, and finance, but also in a much more basic way. This 
transnationalism is manifest through the local, international, and global ecologies 
on which we all rely and that are at stake in the expansion of this and other pipeline 
infrastructure. It is clear in the geographies of Indigenous territories and assertions 
of Indigenous sovereignty that defy and supersede the international boundaries of 
Canada and the United States through which the pipeline passes. And it is perhaps 
most evident in the social infrastructures and solidarity efforts that have coalesced 
around the fight at Standing Rock. Importantly, this social infrastructure has been 
built on the acknowledgment that the ecological and social geographies that sur-
round the site are in no way contained to the site itself. That is, the continental 
geographies of North American energy infrastructure are apparent not just in the 
threats posed by the pipeline and the ongoing expansion of petro- capitalism, but 
also in the strategies employed by industry and in communities’ responses.

This analysis and the title of this chapter are inspired by the work of historians 
Marcus Rediker and Peter Linebaugh.4 In their riveting history of the rebellious 
Atlantic, these authors invoke the metaphor of Hercules and the Hydra to describe 
the unruly commoners— slaves, sailors, laborers, and others— who rebelled, 
together, against brutal conditions of exploitation and their enrollment in the 
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colonial expansion of North America. As the authors explain, the Hercules– Hydra 
myth was commonly used by rulers to convey the challenge of imposing order and 
discipline on this globalizing system of labor. While transatlantic networks of trade 
and exploitation were assembled to serve the interests of empire, these networks 
also built social connections and common cause among the exploited and dispos-
sessed, allowing commoners to join together in rebellion across spatial distance 
and social difference. To the rulers, the Hydra represented this seemingly mutable 
mass of variously dispossessed peoples: near impossible to slay, when one of her 
many heads was severed, new ones would grow in its place. In this way, transna-
tional networks of resistance haunted the expanding geographies of empire.

This is precisely the type of dynamism that runs through contemporary North 
American pipeline politics. From the pipeline pushers, we see the ever- changing 
geographies of industry’s expansion plans and the fragmentation of approval pro-
cesses so as to obscure these networks. But these continental networks are reflected 
right back in the transnational and organizing tactics that communities are using 
to stop this growing network of pipe.

Finally, the situation with North American energy infrastructure is changing 
quickly, and increasingly so under the Trump administration. This is not intended 
to be a real- time account; the information in this chapter is current as of fall 2017.5 
By contextualizing the Dakota Access Pipeline within the broader social and spa-
tial relations of North American oil pipeline politics, our aim is to propose tools 
to support ongoing analysis and the broader efforts to protect waters and lands 
against the seemingly incessant expansion of North American extractivism.

DAPL Basics

First made public in July 2014, the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) is a $3.7 bil-
lion, 1,172- mile underground oil pipeline that runs from six sites in the Bakken 
and Three Forks oil- producing regions of North Dakota, through South Dakota 
and Iowa, to southern Illinois.6 In Patoka, Illinois, DAPL’s terminus and a key Mid-
west transportation hub, the pipeline links into a network of other lines that are 
connected to refineries in the Midwest and along the Gulf Coast.7

DAPL has the capacity to transport up to 570,000 barrels per day (bpd) of crude 
oil— equal to about half of current Bakken production.8 The pipeline carries this 
light sweet crude across 209 rivers, creeks, and tributaries, including the Missouri 
River, which is one of the cleanest river tributaries in the United States today.9

In North Dakota, which has seen the fiercest resistance to DAPL, documents 
filed as part of the permitting process indicate that Energy Transfer Partners (ETP) 
had originally planned to route the pipeline to the north of its current route, cross-
ing the Missouri River just north of the state capital, Bismarck, and the town of 
Mandan.10 After opposition from the area’s mostly white residents, based on con-
cerns about water contamination, the proposed water crossing was moved south 
to its current location just upstream from the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation. 
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The new route crosses Lake Oahe, tributaries of Lake Sakakawea, the Missouri 
River twice, and the Mississippi River once.11 In late July 2016 the Army Corps of 
Engineers approved permits for the project without approval from the Standing 
Rock Sioux Tribe.12

The Dakota Access Pipeline violates the Fort Laramie Treaties of 1851 and 1868. 
The first Fort Laramie Treaty, signed in 1851 between the United States and repre-
sentatives of the Arapaho, Arikara, Assiniboine, Cheyenne, Crow, Hidatsa, Man-
dan, and Sioux Nations, recognized and defined bounded national territories and 
guaranteed safe passage through the territory for settlers heading west in exchange 
for goods and services. Many nations who signed the treaty never received pay-
ment. The 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty created the Great Sioux Reservation, which 

The Dakota Access Pipeline, 2017. Mapping and design by Martin Danyluk and Elise Hunchuck.
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included all of South Dakota west of the Missouri River, including the Black Hills, 
and protected hunting rights in Montana, Wyoming, and South Dakota. Note that 
in neither of these treaties did the Sioux cede the land in question surrounding 
the DAPL route. Since this time, in its rush to seize resources and secure access to 
land, the United States has repeatedly violated the terms of the Fort Laramie Trea-
ties, including by occupying the territory of the Great Sioux Reservation such that 
today’s fragmented reservations represent a fraction of what is stipulated in the 
treaty.13 As the chairman of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe (SRST), David Archam-
bault II, explains, DAPL represents the third time that the Sioux Nation’s lands and 
resources have been taken without permission: the first time was the Black Hills 
gold rush in the late nineteenth century, and the second in 1958, when the Army 
Corps of Engineers dammed the Missouri River, creating Lake Oahe.14 While it is 
beyond the scope of this chapter, the current events at Standing Rock should be 
placed within this long and ongoing colonial history.15 To this end, the #Standin-
gRockSyllabus is an invaluable resource, providing conceptual background, treaty 
and territorial histories, and a thorough timeline of U.S. settler colonialism.16

The ownership and financing of DAPL is complex. The Dakota Access por-
tion of the Bakken system was being built by Dakota Access, LLC, a subsidiary of 
Dallas- based Energy Transfer Partners, LP. Bakken Holdings Company, LLC, is a 
joint venture between ETP and Sonoco Logistics (itself a subsidiary of ETP), which 
owns a 75 percent interest in both Dakota Access, LLC, and Energy Transfer Crude 
Oil Company, LLC (ETCO), the companies responsible for developing, owning, 
and operating the two segments of the Bakken system.17 Seventeen major banks 
have extended $2.5 billion in loans to Dakota Access, LLC, for the construction 
of DAPL.18 In August 2016, Enbridge Energy Partners and Marathon Petroleum 
announced plans to buy a $2 billion stake in the project. Energy Transfer Partners 
and Sunoco Logistics are using some of the proceeds from this deal to pay back 
some of the resulting debts.19

The Bakken Context

North Dakota contains some of the United States’ largest oil fields and, since 2012, 
has been the second- largest crude- oil- producing state, after Texas. The Bakken and 
Three Forks production areas are part of the Williston Basin, a deposit of several 
hundred thousand square miles that straddles the medicine line, spanning North 
Dakota, South Dakota, Montana, and the Canadian provinces of Saskatchewan 
and Manitoba.20 In 2013 the U.S. Geological Survey estimated that there were 
more than seven billion barrels of technically recoverable oil in the Bakken and 
Three Forks deposits.21 While the formation was discovered in the 1950s and some 
amount of early oil production occurred, the deposit remained largely techni-
cally inaccessible until the early 2000s, by which time advances in hydraulic frac-
turing and horizontal drilling techniques made exploitation of these reservoirs 
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production in North Dakota increasing thirteen times between 2003 and 2014, by 
which time the state accounted for 12.5 percent of total U.S. crude oil production.22

The oil in the Williston formation is what the petroleum industry calls “tight 
oil”: oil that is extracted from sandstone or shale and therefore considered to be 
“low permeability.” Tight oil is extracted using combined horizontal drilling and 
hydraulic fracturing (or “fracking”) methods similar to those used to extract shale 
gas. This involves injecting wells with water, sand, and slickwater chemicals at high 
pressure in order to fracture the rock.23 Tight oil is difficult, resource intensive, 
and dangerous to extract. U.S. oil production has recently reached levels not seen 
since the 1970s, and this increase is largely due to the rise of oil fracking: in 2015 
tight oil accounted for more than half of U.S. oil production.24

Much like with the Alberta tar sands, the rapid expansion of oil fracking has 
changed the geographies of oil production in the United States. Beyond the actual 
site of production the oil boom has also spurred changing practices and demands 
when it comes to the transportation of oil as industry and governments have 
worked to get this oil, first, to refineries and, second, to domestic and, impor-
tantly, international consumers. To this end, DAPL is the first part in the larger 
Bakken system: while DAPL transports Bakken crude from North Dakota, to 
the hub in Patoka, Illinois, from there, the Energy Transfer Crude Oil Pipeline 
(ETCOP) would run to the U.S. Gulf Coast, offering Bakken crude access to sig-
nificant refining capacity and international export markets.25 Announced in 2013, 
ETCOP is a joint venture of Energy Transfer and Canadian energy delivery com-
pany Enbridge.26 The main part of ETCOP is comprised of an existing 678- mile 
natural gas Trunkline Pipeline that runs between the Gulf Coast and Illinois and 
Indiana. This pipeline would be converted to oil and extended by sixty- six miles.27 
This conversion would create the first pipeline transportation option for getting 
crude oil from the Midwest U.S. to the eastern Gulf Coast, providing access to 
refineries and ports in this “highly desirable market” for both Canadian and Bak-
ken crude.28 Adjoining the two halves of the Bakken System is the Patoka tank 
farm, in south- central Illinois.

In August 2016 Enbridge announced an agreement to acquire equity interest 
in the Bakken system as a whole. A more detailed exploration of Enbridge’s role in 
this story is offered below, but suffice to say for now that Enbridge’s involvement 
in this project signals the continental character of the events unfolding at Stand-
ing Rock, not only when we follow the money, but also when we follow the pipe. 
Enbridge’s investment in the Bakken system indicates not only that the company 
intends to expand its business in the Bakken industry; it also points to Enbridge’s 
interest in working around the public scrutiny that accompanies high- profile major 
new- build projects. By buying into already- existing pipeline, the company posi-
tions itself to expand on this infrastructure, hoping to build more piecemeal con-
tinental networks in a more expedited and low- profile way.
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The Broader Pipeline Context: Windigo Economics 
and Continental Contingency

Despite the dubious grounds on which pro- pipeline arguments are built— 
explained below— Canadian and American politicians remain committed to the 
relentless expansion of oil and gas production and transportation. As oil workers 
and communities embedded in the industry have suffered job losses, underem-
ployment, and real hardship as prices and production have declined over the past 
three years, especially in Canada, pipelines have been heralded as the solution to 
this social devastation.

The explanation for why new pipelines are needed is a confusing cocktail of 
economic arguments. In the case of tar sands bitumen, this so- called imperative 
has been framed, on the one hand, as a solution to the problem of Western Can-
ada having exceeded its pipeline capacity— which is said to keep prices low. On the 
other hand, by facilitating access to international markets, it is presented as a way 
to close the price gap between North American and global oil markets. Because 
the infrastructure is not there to transport this crude to marine ports, pipeline 
boosters claim, Canadian producers have been beholden to the U.S. market and, 
as a result, unable to get world prices for their product.29 By getting oil to tidewa-
ter, we are told, companies will be able to access world oil prices, boost sales, and 
reinvest in increased production.30

More recently, industry and governments are heralding the economic benefits 
of the infrastructure itself: most notably, infrastructure expansion, including pipe-
lines, has formed a central part of U.S. president Trump’s agenda. In Canada, since 
the crash in oil prices starting in 2014, industry advocates have also been drum-
ming up an argument that— despite its terrible performance as a job creator— 
private pipeline expansion is an effective form of national economic stimulus.31 
The active debate that surrounds these different claims has thrown into question 
the “need” for expanded pipeline capacity.32 But after months of study, the main 
conclusion we drew from scrutinizing these arguments and debates was that this 
is the wrong conversation.

First, these technical and market- based arguments are opaque, inconsistent, 
and factually suspicious. After sifting through them, we have been unable to dis-
cern a clear or convincing consensus as to why new pipelines are needed. But, 
more importantly, there is a problem with the fundamental terms on which these 
arguments are based: economic and technical arguments for pipeline expansion 
are predicated on an assumption of continued expansion of oil production. This 
declared need for incessant economic growth limits the debate, steering the con-
versation away from the urgent need to question this assumption.

Crucially, researchers have found that new pipeline projects would only be 
needed “if significant future expansion of oil sands production were to occur at 
levels that would push Canada well beyond established climate pollution limits 
and Alberta’s emission cap.”33 Back in 2011, the International Energy Agency (IEA) 



M
A

P
P

IN
G

 A
 M

A
N

Y- H
E

A
D

ED
 H

YD
R

A
361flagged the centrality of energy infrastructure to the fate of the climate, warning 

that investing in new fossil fuel infrastructure (buildings, plants, pipelines, etc.) 
risks locking us into a future of expanded fossil fuel production beyond what the 
planet can bear.34 The IEA’s analysis indicated that 80 percent of the total carbon 
dioxide (CO2) emissions permissible through 2035 under the 450 Scenario— the 
IEA’s widely used but conservative scenario in which the rise in average global tem-
perature is limited to 2°C— was already “locked- in” by infrastructure currently in 
place or under construction in 2011.35

Anishinaabe writer and leader Winona LaDuke diagnoses this violent and 
destructive political economy of extractive greed as the “Windigo economy.”36 
For years she has been fighting its expansion through pipelines, as she also invests 
in building alternative infrastructures and economies.37 Indeed, while pipeline 
boosters have been widely— and rightly— critiqued on the basis of their factual 
accuracy, findings like these highlight the degree to which the pipeline question 
is ultimately a key political question about the vision of the future we are willing 
to accept. We need to reclaim this crucial conversation from a narrow economic 
rhetoric that assumes incessant growth and externalizes the real social and eco-
logical consequences of this agenda.

Below, we offer a brief round- up of the key pipelines that have been proposed 
for transporting Alberta and Bakken crude to tidewater for export and to key sites 
of concentrated refining capacity. This is by no means a full picture of the North 
American crude pipeline network; rather, it represents the major oil pipeline proj-
ects that have come under great public scrutiny. The routes to the Gulf of Mex-
ico that have served as alternatives to the Keystone XL have been completed in a 
piecemeal fashion and have been subject to expedited approval processes; together 
this has enabled TransCanada and Enbridge to usher in these new networks with-
out the level of public scrutiny these other lines have seen. As becomes clear from 
reading the following synopses, in the face of barriers to expanding their net-
works, the energy delivery industry, backed by governments, has been extremely 
adaptable. As people have risen up across North America in defense of land, water, 
and the future, pipeline companies have repeatedly worked to circumvent these 
geographies of resistance. Despite the long approval processes, huge geographical 
expanses, and massive capital investment characteristic of these projects, the result 
of this dialectic has been a high degree of connectivity and dynamism throughout 
the industry.

Especially in the wake of the election of U.S. president Donald Trump, at the 
time of writing, the fate of several key pipelines remains unclear. This environ-
ment of uncertainly encompasses not only DAPL, but also the Keystone XL Pipe-
line, which President Trump has tried to revive, despite its 2015 rejection by then 
president Barack Obama. But what this chapter aims to make clear is that this con-
tingency is not contained to these individual projects. Rather, North American 
pipelines comprise a network with a series of moving and flexible parts; a single 
development on a single project— say, the revival of the Keystone XL— has effects 
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that ripple through the rest of the system. Approvals, rejections, and movements 
to resist U.S. pipelines reorganize the incentives and viability of other U.S. proj-
ects, but also pipeline projects in Canada. The current contingency is continental.

The Fate of Canadian Tar Sands Pipelines

Here we provide a brief round- up of the key pipelines that have been proposed 
for transporting bitumen from Alberta to tidewater, through both Canada and 
the United States.

Enbridge Northern Gateway (Rejected)

The proposed Enbridge Northern Gateway Pipeline would have shipped 525,000 
bpd of tar sands crude 1,177 kilometers from near Edmonton, Alberta, to Kiti-
mat, British Columbia. From here, the oil would have been loaded onto tankers, 
where it would have traveled through the rough, pristine, and remote waters of the 
Douglas Channel on its way to Asian markets. The most controversial of domestic 
Canadian pipelines, the Northern Gateway drew massive resistance for its incur-
sion into unceded Indigenous lands, its threat to environmentally sensitive areas, 
and its promise to expand tar sands production.

In June 2016, the Canadian Federal Court of Appeal ruled that the project 
approval granted in 2014 must be set aside because the government had failed in 
its duty to consult with Indigenous peoples who would be impacted by the proj-
ect. In September 2016, proponents and the federal government both announced 
that they would not appeal the decision.38 Two months later the federal cabinet 
finally and ultimately rejected the proposed project.39

Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain (In Limbo)

Built in 1953, the Trans Mountain Pipeline is currently the only line that carries 
oil from Alberta (Edmonton) to the British Columbia coast (Burnaby), where it 
can access ports for export across the Pacific. In April 2012, Kinder Morgan Can-
ada proposed to expand the capacity of the 1,150- kilometer line from 300,000 
to 890,000 bpd.40 The Trans Mountain expansion was the subject of the “battle 
of Burnaby Mountain” in the fall of 2014. As surveying for the pipeline began, 
protests and civil disobedience on the mountain prevented crews from carrying 
out work for a time. After the company sought an injunction to direct the Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police to prevent protesters from interfering with drilling, in 
a huge show of opposition to the pipeline, crowds continued to grow, hundreds 
risked arrest, and the protests stayed in the public eye.41 After the British Colum-
bia Supreme Court rejected an injunction extension, the company was eventually 
forced to withdraw from the mountain.42
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The National Energy Board (NEB) conditionally approved the expansion in 
May 2016, naming 157 conditions. After the approval, in response to widespread 
concern that the review process had been biased, the federal government tasked 
a three- member panel to provide further questions for the cabinet to consider. In 
its report, released in November 2016, the panel responded to outstanding ques-
tions about federal commitments on climate change and Canada’s relationship with 
Indigenous peoples. At the time, Vancouver mayor Gregor Robertson warned, 
“I think you’ll see protests like you’ve never seen before on this one,” should the 

The continental context: key North American pipelines, 2017. Mapping and design by Martin Danyluk and 

Elise Hunchuck.
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federal government approve the pipeline.43 Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and his 
cabinet gave final approval to the project on November 29, 2016.44

Since then, protests and legal delays have continued to threaten the project 
and, in the spring of 2018, Kinder Morgan suspended work on the pipeline. In 
response, adamant that the expansion would be built, the Canadian government 
announced plans to purchase the pipeline and the expansion project. On the same 
day Kinder Morgan shareholders approved the CAD$4.5 billion sale, the Federal 
Court of Appeal overturned the government’s 2016 approval of the project, citing 
shortcomings in the NEB’s environmental review and the government’s failure 
to meaningfully consult with First Nations.45 The NEB has since reassessed and, 
again, endorsed the project. But no federal approval can occur until the govern-
ment meets its duty to consult with Indigenous peoples.

TransCanada Keystone XL (Rejected and Revived)

TransCanada submitted its application for the Keystone XL Pipeline to the U.S. 
government in 2008. The proposed pipeline would transport tar sands oil 1,897 
kilometers from Hardisty, Alberta, to Steele City, Nebraska, picking up Bakken 
crude along the way. Total capacity of the proposed line would be 730,000 bpd. 
From Steele City, the Keystone XL would hook into the broader Keystone net-
work, which extends to the Gulf of Mexico. The Keystone XL is a high- profile 
proposal: unlike DAPL and the other sections of the Keystone system, because 
the Keystone XL crossed an international boundary, it required approval from 
the U.S. State Department. The Canadian National Energy Board approved the 
Canadian portion of the project in 2010.46 But after a seven- year review process 
and widespread resistance, President Obama rejected the Keystone XL Pipeline 
in November 2015.47 In January 2016, TransCanada launched a US$15 billion 
challenge under the North American Free Trade Agreement. It has also launched 
a separate federal lawsuit seeking a declaration that Obama overstepped his con-
stitutional power.48

The election of Donald Trump, with his promise to invest in major infrastruc-
ture projects alongside his commitment to rolling back climate policy, reinvigo-
rated the debate about the pipeline.49 In his first week in office, President Trump 
signed an executive order expediting the review and approval of the Keystone XL 
Pipeline, and in April the project entered its final review.50

The Keystone XL Pipeline is part of the broader Keystone system, a network 
meant to run from Hardisty to the Gulf Coast. In 2014 TransCanada built phase 
three of the system: the Gulf Coast Project from Cushing, Oklahoma, to Neder-
land, Texas, on the Gulf Coast as an attempt to relieve the glut of oil in the Mid-
west. The Keystone XL Pipeline is meant to be phase four, connecting the Gulf 
Coast extension, through the Keystone– Cushing extension, directly to Hardisty.51
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Approval for the reversal and expansion of Enbridge Line 9B was issued in March 
2014. Four decades old and originally constructed to run west to east, the line had 
been reversed in the late 1990s. The most recent re- reversal and expansion allows 
for the shipment of 300,000 bpd of Western crude, through densely populated 
southeastern Ontario, to Quebec refineries. Construction on the project began in 
the fall of 2014, and the line is now operational.52

TransCanada Energy East (Cancelled)

The proposed Energy East line was the longest and highest capacity of the proposed 
tar sands pipelines. Energy East would have run 4,600 kilometers from Hardisty, 
Alberta, transporting 1.1 million bpd of oil to the Irving Oil refinery and export 
terminal in Saint John, New Brunswick. Along the way, it would have crossed 
through six provinces, under 2,963 identified waterways, and through or near fifty- 
one First Nations.53 About two- thirds of the route was to consist of a repurposed 
old natural gas line, while new pipe would have been built through Alberta, Que-
bec, and New Brunswick, including through Wolastoqiyik and Mi’kmaq territo-
ries covered by Peace and Friendship Treaties and recognized as unceded by the 
Supreme Court of Canada.54 While the pipeline was billed as a nation- building 
project that would bring jobs and more affordable oil to Eastern Canada, refin-
eries along the pipeline’s path never had the capacity to refine this oil, suggesting 
that the oil would have been loaded onto ships in the Bay of Fundy and exported.55

Energy East was first announced publicly in August 2013, in the midst of 
debates about Keystone XL and Northern Gateway. National Energy Board hear-
ings on the project were delayed in the summer of 2016 when it was revealed that 
two board members had met privately in 2015 with former Quebec premier Jean 
Charest, who was a consultant for TransCanada at the time.56 In October 2017, 
citing “changed circumstances,” TransCanada announced that it would no longer 
be proceeding with either its Energy East Pipeline or Eastern Mainline projects.57 
The announcement came months after Trump expedited the review and approval 
of the Keystone XL Pipeline and just weeks after the NEB expanded the parame-
ters for its review of Energy East to include emissions from extracting and refin-
ing the oil shipped through the pipeline.58

The Enbridge Network: Completing the Route to the Gulf Coast

While all eyes were on TransCanada’s proposed Keystone XL project, between 
2012 and 2014 Enbridge was quietly assembling and expanding an alternative net-
work that would give Alberta and Bakken producers increased access to the U.S. 
Gulf Coast. The Enbridge GXL system— the network that spans the Great Lakes 
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and U.S. Midwest before reaching for the Gulf Coast— cumulatively, represents an 
alternative route to the Keystone XL for transporting both Alberta and Bakken 
crude to Gulf refineries and ports.59 In their detailed study of this network, Bruno 
et al. argue that together, the pipelines in the Enbridge GXL system can carry 2.5 
million bpd.60 Like each segment of the GXL, the Dakota Access Pipeline also sits 
within this broader context of the growing oil transportation networks that criss- 
cross North America, the sum of which is much greater than its individual parts. 
By buying into the Bakken system, Enbridge continues to expand its networks 
that connect increasing amounts of Alberta and Bakken crude to refineries and 
global markets.

The Enbridge Network: The Superior Terminal

Constructed in 1950, the Superior Terminal in Superior, Wisconsin, has increased 
in significance in recent years with the expansion of tar sands and Bakken pipe 
networks through the Midwest United States.61 The Superior Terminal sits at a key 
junction in Enbridge’s alternate route to the Gulf, connecting Hardisty, Alberta 
(through the Alberta Clipper line), with Midwest refineries and storage (through 
the Southern Access Extension Project) and, ultimately, the Gulf Coast (through 
the Flanagan South and Seaway Pipelines). In 2012 Enbridge, through its partial 
ownership of North Dakota Pipeline Company, LLC, also began permitting for the 
Sandpiper Pipeline Project, which would connect Bakken crude into the Clear-
brook, Minnesota, and Superior, Wisconsin, hubs.62 The Sandpiper was eventu-
ally cancelled.

The Enbridge Network: Line 67 Expansion

Often known as the Alberta Clipper Pipeline, Line 67 runs about one thousand 
miles along Enbridge’s mainline corridor between Hardisty, Alberta, and the Supe-
rior Terminal in Superior, Wisconsin, transporting Alberta oil to the U.S. mar-
ket for refining and export. Because this line crosses the international border, 
it required approval from the U.S. State Department, and when it approved the 
Alberta Clipper in 2009, the department limited Enbridge to importing 450,000 
bpd. But in a sneaky move that involved rerouting the oil into another older line for 
the border crossing, and then back to Alberta Clipper on the other side, Enbridge 
was able to skirt these limitations on the line’s expansion.63 By adding and modi-
fying pump stations along the line, in a two- phase expansion, Enbridge increased 
the capacity of this line to its full design capacity of 800,000 bpd.64

The Enbridge Network: Line 61 Upgrade

Referred to as the Southern Access Pipeline Project during construction, Line 61 
runs from the Superior Terminal to Enbridge’s Flanagan Terminal near Pontiac, 
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Line 61 became operational in 2009 and has since been subject to a two- phase 
expansion involving the construction of new pump stations. This expansion, which 
will bring Line 61’s capacity to 1.2 million bpd, was set to be completed in 2016.65 
The second phase of the expansion was deferred in February 2017. The company 
explained that based on current supply projects, the plans to expand Line 3, and 
the expandability of other lines, the added capacity of the Line 61 Phase 2 expan-
sion is no longer needed.66

The Enbridge Network: The Flanagan South and Seaway Pipelines

In 2012 Enbridge and Enterprise Products Partners completed a project to reverse 
the flow of the Seaway Pipeline, which runs from Cushing, Oklahoma, to Free-
port, Texas. Two years later, the Seaway was twinned, more than doubling its 
capacity.67 In late 2014, Enbridge completed the Flanagan South line, which runs 
593 miles from Pontiac, Illinois, to the massive tank farm in Cushing, where it 
can pump crude from Alberta and the Bakken region into its Seaway connection 
to the Gulf.68 As then premier of Alberta Jim Prentice explained, “The comple-
tion of these pipelines creates the first large- volume, direct link of Canadian crude 
to the U.S. Gulf Coast, where North America’s largest concentration of heavy oil 
refineries is located.”69 In early 2015, Canadian crude began to flow through this 
network, doubling the shipments reaching the Gulf Coast.70 Like DAPL, the Fla-
nagan South line was approved using Nationwide Permit 12.71

The Enbridge Network: Line 3 “Replacement”

The original Line 3 was constructed in 1960 and entered into operation in 1968. It 
begins in Edmonton and, like Line 67, runs along the Enbridge Mainline corridor 
to the Superior Terminal. Because of its fragility (due to age and poor practices at 
the time of construction), the line is under pressure restrictions and unable to oper-
ate at capacity.72 Rather than replace the aging line, as the project name suggests, 
Enbridge is seeking to abandon the line in place and build a new, higher- capacity 
line that would run along the same route as the original Line 3 (the Mainline 
corridor) between Hardisty, Alberta, and Clearbrook, Minnesota. Between the 
Clearbrook Terminal and the Superior Terminal, the route veers to the south of 
the original line, where it would follow the same route as the proposed Sandpiper 
line (see below).73 According to Enbridge, this rerouting is due to the fact that the 
right of way that currently runs from Clearbrook to Superior is full as it already 
contains Lines 1, 2, 3, 4, 67, and 13.74 But the southern route would pass through 
Minnesota’s lake country, farmland, 1855 treaty territory, and an area of abundant 
wild rice— an important source of food, income, and meaning for the Anishinaabe 
people whose traditional territory this is.75

The $7.5 billion Line 3 “replacement” program is the largest project in Enbridge 
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history.76 But by characterizing this replacement and relocation of the line as sim-
ply maintenance, Enbridge managed to convince the State Department that no 
review is needed for what is, in essence, a new project. The Canadian government, 
meanwhile, approved the project in November 2016.77

The expansion of the Alberta Clipper line will free up this new Line 3 to trans-
port 790,000 bpd, expanding Enbridge’s capacity to transport tar sands crude 
across the border (Lines 3 and 67) from 840,000 to 1.6 million bpd— about twice 
the capacity of the proposed Keystone XL.78 Of course, the abandonment of the 
original Line 3, which the company promises to seal, raises a host of other ques-
tions about safety and contamination.

The Enbridge Network: The Sandpiper Project (Cancelled)

Originally proposed in 2013, the Sandpiper Pipeline Project aimed to increase 
Enbridge’s capacity to move Bakken oil. The Sandpiper was a proposal to construct 
a new 616- mile, 375,000 bpd crude oil pipeline from Enbridge’s Beaver Lodge Sta-
tion, near Tioga, North Dakota, to the Superior Terminal.79 On September 1, 2016, 
after almost three years of regulatory delays, Enbridge Energy Partners withdrew 
its applications with the Minnesota Public Utilities Commission for the Sandpiper 
Pipeline Project.80 In a news release the company explained that “the project should 
be delayed until such time as crude oil production in North Dakota recovers suf-
ficiently to support development of new pipeline capacity. Based on updated pro-
jections, EEP believes that new pipeline capacity will not likely be needed until 
beyond the partnership’s current five- year planning horizon.”81 One month ear-
lier, the company had indicated its intention to focus on the Bakken system by 
announcing its $1.5 billion investment.82

The Enbridge Network: The Energy Transfer Crude Oil Pipeline (ETCOP)

In 2013, Enbridge struck a deal with Energy Transfer Partners on what is now 
the southern part of the Bakken system. In a fifty– fifty joint venture, the compa-
nies proposed to convert the more than seven- hundred- mile Trunkline natural 
gas system to oil, allowing for the transport of crude from the Patoka, Illinois, 
hub to the eastern Gulf Coast. Energy Transfer said that what was then called the 
Eastern Gulf Crude Access Pipeline Project would be the first line to carry crude 
from the Midwest to the eastern Gulf Coast.83 Vern Yu, vice president of business 
development and market development for Enbridge, said of the deal: “It should 
help producers with their pricing because it opens up a significant new market 
for both Bakken and Canadian heavy.”84 As we have already seen in reviewing the 
expansion projects, at this time Enbridge was investing in a lot of projects that net-
worked through the Patoka hub; the Trunkline conversion constituted an impor-
tant part of that network expansion. Now this line constitutes the southern part 
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line will terminate in Nederland, Texas, and was originally projected to be in ser-
vice by the end of 2016.85

Approving DAPL: Nationwide Permit No.12

Because the Keystone XL would cross an international boundary, it triggered a 
State Department analysis, thereby leaving the approval decision with the U.S. 
president. Being a domestic pipeline, the Dakota Access project, conversely, was 
subject to a much different— less robust and much faster— approval process. Unlike 
most other major energy projects, domestic pipelines built largely on private land 
in the United States do not usually require overarching permits from the federal 
government.

Increasingly, these projects are assessed using something called Nationwide 
Permit 12 (Section 404 of the Clean Water Act and Section 10 of the Rivers and 
Harbors Act), which is designed to increase efficiency for the approval of projects 
that are anticipated to have minimal environmental impact. Rather than assess 
these pipelines as major projects, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which issues 
permits for construction on and near waterways, approaches them as a series of 
fragments. As such, each line is assessed as a series of individual projects, with a 
focus on the individual water and wetland locations rather than the overarching 
or cumulative effects of the project. This process grants exemption from the envi-
ronmental reviews that are required under the Clean Water Act and the National 
Environmental Policy Act. These exemptions are granted on the basis that the 
pipeline is treated as a series of small construction sites.86

The controversial Nationwide Permit 12 was widely used under the Obama 
administration. Parts of both Enbridge’s Flanagan South and TransCanada’s Gulf 
Coast Pipelines were expedited under Nationwide Permit 12.87 According to com-
ments submitted to the Army Corps of Engineers from a collective of environmen-
tal organizations in August 2016, it is only since 2012— following the rejection of 
the first application of the Keystone XL pipeline— that the corps has used Nation-
wide Permit 12 to approve major pipeline projects.88

The Dakota Access Pipeline was fast- tracked from the beginning using the 
Nationwide Permit 12 process. In the case of DAPL, reviewing the project under 
Nationwide Permit 12 relieved it from being subject to other forms of evaluation 
including broader public review, evaluation through the National Environmental 
Policy Act and the Endangered Species Act, and other regulations.89 Nationwide 
Permit 12 was not designed to streamline major projects, like the Dakota Access, 
that have broad environmental impacts. But by dividing these projects into smaller 
segments, companies have been able to access this expedited approval process and 
skirt the type of scrutiny to which the Keystone XL was subject.
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Consolidating Control: The Enbridge Example

In addition (and related) to the fast- tracking, fragmentation, and avoidance of 
approvals processes, companies are focusing on another important strategy for 
skirting public scrutiny: the consolidation of corporate control and an increased 
emphasis on “pipe in the ground.”90 As industry and governments have repeat-
edly encountered opposition to new- build projects, companies are beginning to 
understand the political advantages of consolidating control over existing infra-
structure. Enbridge offers a clear example of this trend: over the past year, the 
company has been focused on expanding its ownership of the North American 

Key North American pipelines, April 2017. Mapping and design by Martin Danyluk and Elise Hunchuck.
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into Enbridge’s operations.
On August 2, 2016, Enbridge announced that Enbridge- held company Enbridge 

Energy Partners would acquire a 27.6 percent interest in the full Bakken system, 
consisting of the Dakota Access Pipeline and the Energy Transfer Crude Oil Pipe-
line. The acquisition is part of a joint venture with Marathon Petroleum Corpora-
tion, which entered into an agreement to acquire a 49 percent equity interest in the 
holding company that owns 75 percent of the system from an affiliate of Energy 
Transfer Partners, LP, and Sunoco Logistics Partners, LP.91

In the press release, the president of EEP, Mark Maki, explained the advan-
tages of the Bakken System: “This acquisition is an attractive opportunity to par-
ticipate in a pipeline system that will transport crude oil from the prolific Bakken 
formation in North Dakota to markets in eastern PADD II and the U.S. Gulf 
Coast (‘USGC’) providing another important link in our market access strategy 
that is driven by improving netbacks and access to the best markets for our cus-
tomers. . . . Potential also exists for expansion of the pipelines should customer 
demand warrant.”92

Then in September, Enbridge announced plans to merge with Spectra Energy, 
a Houston- based pipeline and midstream company. The merger renders Enbridge 
the largest energy infrastructure company in North America and endows it with 
major new gas pipeline infrastructure to add to its extensive collection of liquids 
pipelines. JPMorgan Chase analyst Jeremy Tonet called the combined Enbridge- 
Spectra entity an “energy infrastructure colossus.”93 The $37 billion Enbridge- 
Spectra merger is the third- largest mergers and acquisitions deal ever involving a 
Canadian company and the largest deal in Canadian oil patch history.94 The new 
company is said to have a $74 billion “growth backlog” of potential new develop-
ment.95 The merger was completed on February 27, 2017.96

Analysts place this merger within the context of widespread resistance to 
pipelines in Canada and repeated delays in the approval and construction of 
new- build projects. In a quote to the Calgary Herald, Harrie Vredenburg of the 
University of Calgary School of Business explained, “They’re trying to grow and 
build their business and they’ve been frustrated because they’ve become a light-
ning rod for environmental opposition— climate change opposition to oil pipe-
lines particularly— and they’re looking for alternative growth strategies. They’re 
not alone in doing this.”97 Analysts predict that this sort of cross- border merger 
of assets— including, crucially, infrastructure assets— will become more common 
within this context as an alternative to building new pipeline.98

Indeed, Enbridge’s chief financial officer emphasized the company’s drive to 
diversify geographies, commodities, and regulatory jurisdictions in explaining 
the Enbridge- Spectra merger. “Pipe in the ground is worth a lot these days,” he 
explained, “and the ability to expand and extend existing systems . . . is a lot eas-
ier sometimes than building one- off, large mega- projects”— the reason being, of 
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course, that these megaprojects have been met, again and again, with resistance 
from communities.99

Looking Forward: Continental DAPL, Continental Fight

Enbridge’s interest in “pipe in the ground” is a new approach to slaying the many- 
headed hydra, the thickening network of resistance that has mimicked the expan-
sion of pipeline infrastructure across North America. At Standing Rock, networks 
of solidarity spanned diverse social struggles and also extended far beyond the site 
of the protest camps.100 Efforts to target the project’s funders through the #Defund-
DAPL campaign, for example, invoked global financial networks, inspiring action 
across the countries that are home to these institutions.101 In a more grounded 
example, in early February 2017, land defenders and Water Protectors from Can-
ada and the United States met in Secwepemcul’ecw (Kamloops, British Columbia) 
to build alliances against tar sands and pipeline expansion. At the gathering, called 
Standing Rock to Secwepemcul’ecw: Pipeline Resistance North and South of the 
Medicine Line, Indigenous leaders shared lessons from Standing Rock and drew 
links between DAPL and the recently approved Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain 
pipeline. The gathering led to a declaration that included an avowal to stand with 
Water Protectors at Standing Rock and across Mother Earth. Hundreds of Indig-
enous nations traveled to the site from locations around the world, and new rela-
tions were formed that persist. In these cases, the transnational network has been 
deployed as an explicit strategy to stand against industry’s own dispersed charac-
ter: its vast international linkages and tendency to shift territorially in search of 
the path of least resistance.

The fact that industry is strategically turning to “pipe in the ground” signals 
not only the success of this widespread resistance to pipeline projects, but also the 
fundamentally transnational nature of both the threat and the response. At the 
most literal level, DAPL could divert Bakken oil and free up space in Enbridge’s 
other networks for Alberta crude to flow south to the Gulf Coast. But beyond this, 
examining the networks of energy infrastructure that snake across North Amer-
ica highlights that the pipeline fight is inherently transnational in a much deeper 
way. At the end of the day, contaminated waterways and a warming climate have 
little respect for international borders. In many ways, the resistance at Standing 
Rock mirrors these fluid geographies: Indigenous nations, whose land these grow-
ing networks traverse and threaten to contaminate, predate, transcend, and defy 
the colonial U.S.- Canada border, and the support that surrounds Standing Rock 
and other pipeline resistance are transnational illustrations of solidarity across 
causes, borders, and social locations. In this way, too, the Dakota Access Pipeline 
is a transnational issue: through both the threat of and the resistance to projects 
like DAPL, our relations get redefined not along the arbitrary contours of national 
boundaries, but along lines of infrastructure— lines of social and ecological inter-
dependence and connection.



M
A

P
P

IN
G

 A
 M

A
N

Y- H
E

A
D

ED
 H

YD
R

A
373

NOTES

  The final map in this chapter is part of a broader time series available in Katie Mazer 
et al., Mapping a Many Headed Hydra: The Struggle over the Dakota Access Pipeline, 
Infrastructure Otherwise Report no. 001 (2017), http://infrastructureotherwise 
.org/. The maps in the series were developed using information from company com-
munications, media coverage, and regulatory filings and decisions. Grey lines indi-
cate the existing network of oil pipelines. Colored lines indicate stages of approval 
for the projects over time. Some are new- build projects (DAPL), while others are 
expansions and/or reversals of existing lines (Kinder Morgan) or a combination 
(Energy East). In all cases these projects represent a contribution to the expansion 
of oil transport capacity.

A project was generally considered “proposed” once the company officially 
announced plans to pursue it. In some cases “proposed” refers to announcements 
made at industry conferences or to the media or, with the Portland– Montreal Pipe-
line, the community’s early anticipation of the project. Projects were considered 
“under review” when applications were filed to the respective regulatory bodies. 
When projects had multiple phases, we used the earliest application date. Proj-
ects were considered “approved” once the final stage of the project received final 
approval. In Canada, after the NEB recommends approval of a project, it ultimately 
requires approval by the federal cabinet. In the case of transnational lines (Key-
stone), the map shows the separate approval processes in Canada and the United 
States.

The maps also show terminals, including construction or expansion of ports 
affiliated with these pipeline projects. As with the lines themselves, we indicated 
where proposed terminals were canceled or deferred as a result of community pres-
sure (Cacouna) and/or project cancellations (Kitimat).

 1. See Deborah Cowen, The Deadly Life of Logistics: Mapping Violence in Global Trade 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014), and Shiri Pasternak and Tia 
Dafnos, “How Does a Settler State Secure the Circuitry of Capital?” Environment 
and Planning D: Society and Space 36 (2018): 739– 57.

 2. Katie Mazer et al., Mapping a Many Headed Hydra: The Struggle over the Dakota 
Access Pipeline, Infrastructure Otherwise Report no. 001 (2017), http://infrastr 
uctureotherwise.org/.

 3. Julia Carrie Wong, “Standing Rock Activists Stay in Place, Fearing Pipeline Victory 
Was a ‘Trick,’” The Guardian, December 5, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com.

 4. Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many- Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, 
Commoners, and the Hidden History of the Revolutionary Atlantic (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 2000).

 5. For timelines and archived information about the struggle against DAPL see the 
#NoDAPL Archive and the Sacred Stone Camp: #NoDAPL Archive, https://www 
.nodaplarchive.com; “Sacred Stone Camp— Iŋyaŋ Wakháŋagapi Othí”, accessed 
February 8, 2017, http://sacredstonecamp.org/.
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10, 2014, http://www.desmoinesregister.com.
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http://www.sunocologistics.com/Customers/Business-Lines/Crude-Oil/253/. On 
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would be unlikely to increase crude prices. Even those in the industry began saying 
that expanded transportation infrastructure would not solve the problem and, in 
the spring of 2016, the CBC obtained a secret government memo, dated December 
2015, that said exactly this: addressing the specific case of the Energy East Pipeline, 
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Ghost Dance, 248, 262
Gilbert, Marcella, 2, 4, 9
Glissant, Édouard, 277n15
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127, 128, 129, 130, 131, 133, 185–86, 
300; Norwegian record of, 118–19; 
violations of, 103, 108, 109, 110, 112, 
114, 116, 118, 122, 123, 124, 127, 128, 
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131, 161, 184; characterizing, 165–66; 
civilizing, 162; criminalization of, 340; 
cultural memory of, 177; diversity 
of, 180; economic agenda and, 239; 
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disappearance of, 143n60; divestment 
and, 105; economic rights of, 114; 
interrogations and, 112; investment in, 
115; leadership and, 28; murder rates 
for, 143n60; sex trafficking and, 21, 
113; validating/affirming, 295; violence 
against, 21, 113, 175, 309

Indigenous Women’s Divestment Delega-
tions, 108– 19, 110, 124; methodology 
of, 114–16

Indigenous youth, 7, 21; power/leadership 
of, 3

infrastructure, 130, 232, 233n2, 354–55, 
360; continental character of, 225, 
231; critical, 215, 216, 354; economic, 
236; energy, 233n6, 355, 356, 361; 
expansion of, 223, 226, 355; fossil- fuel, 
112; protecting, 215–16; quantitative 
shortage of, 354; struggle against, 226; 
transportation, 224, 375n32

ING, 129, 228
Inhanktonwan camp, 46, 47
Inipi, 82
INM. See Idle No More
insurance, 117, 129, 153n174
Insurance Europe, 153n176
Intelligence Group, 200, 203
Inter- American Commission, 127
Intercept, The, 198, 203, 204, 206, 207, 208; 

DAPL and, 4; police violence and, 237; 
TigerSwan and, 200– 201, 202, 205

interconnectedness, 222, 237, 253, 254, 313, 
315, 372

International Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Racial Discrimina-
tion (ICERD), 119

International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights (ICCPR), 118–19

International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
119

International Energy Agency (IEA), 225, 
232– 33n2, 361

International Finance Corporation (IFC), 
121, 126, 157n205



IN
D

E
x

406 International Indian Treaty Council (IITC), 
95n9, 165

intersectional commitment, 112–14, 
174–79

Intesa Sanpaolo, 129
In the Wake (Sharpe), 314
Inyan, 82, 85
Inyan Ska (Whitestone) Massacre, 261, 270
Inyan Wakanaganapi Oti, 45
Inyan Wakangapi Wakpa, 270, 275– 76. See 

also Cannonball River
Iowa Department of Emergency Services, 

203
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336, 337, 357
Lake Sakakawea, 301, 357
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Means, Russell, 282
media, 53, 140n41, 159, 160, 166, 217; 
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