STATE AND FEDERAL POLICYMAKERS

Across the board, in our

Respondents in our interviews said that most policymakers have little
knowledge of Native issues and do not understand treaties or trust
obligations to tribes, since many do not have tribes in their districts.

research with policymakers,

Congressional members from both parties in our sample viewed Native
issues as fairly nonpartisan and praised tribes for being bipartisan.
Respondents indicated that tribes have significant political influence in
Congress, particularly with regard to environmental and natural resource
issues. They perceived that gaming has generated resources for tribes to
protect their political and legal interests (Pipestem).
How the government should respond to tribal needs, however, is more
partisan. Across the board, in our research, there was respect for tribal
communities and their resilience. However, some saw tribes as being
fragile or vulnerable, facing ongoing racism, or existing at the whim of
Congress (Pipestem).
Republicans in our sample tended to say that the government’s role should
be diminished, that the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) should be eliminated,
and that tribes should receive resources directly to reduce dependence and
to spark innovation and entrepreneurial solutions. At minimum, they said
that more assimilated or financially stable tribes should receive less money
(Pipestem).
Democrats in our sample, on the other hand, said they wanted to continue
funding tribal programs and perceived that the problems are due to ongoing
shortages of funding. They said that each tribe should be treated the same
unless the treaty says differently (Pipestem).
Spending obligations to tribes, like those to other minorities, were seen
by some people we interviewed as “handouts.” Others viewed Indians as
“somebody else’s problem.” However, most of the members interviewed
said they do not believe stereotyping is an issue in Congress (Pipestem).
This lack of knowledge and experience is also prevalent among the majority
of federal policymakers outside the BIA and the Indian Health Service,
respondents said (Pipestem). Policy elites said this lack of awareness and
empathy may stem from guilt: Americans want to send money to help
those in poverty in Africa, and they want to learn about Anne Frank and
the Holocaust, but it is harder to own the reality of what happened right
here with the First People (GQRR).
Native leaders in federal and state government whom we interviewed
noted a mismatch between where the greatest potential for tribal power
exists and where government staff knowledge lies. In general, they said,
federal agency staff have a better understanding of the issues as they
tend to have more consistent interactions with tribal governments and
Native organizations; however, they said that the tribes have less power
and influence at this level. At the state level, where tribal governments can
have more impact, non-Native staff have fewer interactions and are less
informed, they said (GQRR).

22

there was respect for tribal
communities and their
resilience.

FEDERAL JUDGES, LAW CLERKS AND LAW SCHOOLS
Most judges and clerks form perceptions and make decisions
based on limited exposure to or knowledge of Native peoples.
Their decisions, therefore, are influenced by the public
narrative, and the decisions they hand down continue to fuel
the negative narrative (Pipestem).
None of the federal judges interviewed had taken an Indian
law course in law school; they reported that either their
school didn’t offer one or they did not recall seeing a course
offered. All agreed that Indian law is a highly technical,
“complicated” field of law and that, as a result, adjudicating
a case involving questions of Indian law requires a good deal
of effort to engage in self-education, even apart from and
in addition to reading the briefs the parties on both sides
submit (Pipestem).

All of the Native law clerks interviewed cited specific
examples of occasions when their judge said something
incorrect or ignorant regarding tribal nations and tribal
citizens. Often, however, they felt they were able to explain
to the judge why the statement was inaccurate or harmful
(Pipestem).
Non-Native law clerks interviewed shared that the Native law
cases they worked on were perceived to be “nonsensical,”
“irrational” and inferior in a theoretical sense. They were
the cases that law clerks said they did not want to work on
(Pipestem).

PEOPLE LIVING IN SPECIFIC GEOGRAPHIES AND IN PROXIMITY TO INDIAN COUNTRY
Attitudes vary widely depending on where people live. For
example, according to our research, people in the Deep South
were more open to Native issues (GQRR), while people living
in the Plains and the Southwest were least likely to support
Native issues, were least likely to report recognizing that
Native Americans face ongoing discrimination, and ranked
as least supportive of issues facing Native peoples (Fryberg).
There is more regional variation in attitudes among college
students in our study as compared with the adult sample.
College students who have lived the longest in the Far West
region were most likely to report recognizing that Native
Americans face ongoing discrimination and ranked as being
more supportive of Native issues (Fryberg).
Proximity to Indian Country is also an indicator of attitude
and perception. In focus groups, people living near Indian
Country freely admitted their biases, while outside of Indian
Country, the issue was more invisibility than overt racial
bias. In states with a relatively high percentage of Native
Americans, rural voters showed less respect for tribal
sovereignty and rights than did more urban voters. This
finding may be, in part, because areas in and around Indian

Country tend to be more rural and politically conservative, as
opposed to large, progressive cities. It also may be fueled by
resentment among non-Natives who live near reservations
in areas of high unemployment and economic stress and
who falsely perceive that citizens of tribal nations receive
entitlements that they do not (GQRR).
Even within Indian Country, diverse opinions emerged
based on the relative prosperity of proximate tribes and
reservations (GQRR):
• Discussion in focus groups in Bismarck, North Dakota,
was the most extreme, with people freely admitting bias.
Their perceptions of poverty on the nearby reservation
affected their attitudes and stereotypes about Native
Americans in general.
• In Seattle, where people tend to be exposed to or aware of
some tribes that are relatively better off financially and
that have sound fishing rights and other assets, focus
group participants’ perceptions of Native Americans
were more favorable.
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GROUPS DEFINED BY RACE AND ETHNICITY, AGE, IDEOLOGY, AND OTHER CHARACTERISTICS
Several of the research studies allow us to look at responses
within specific groups, providing further insights about
potential stakeholders. Findings include the following:
• Of the African-Americans surveyed, 71 percent supported
reparations. However, 52 percent of African-Americans
polled also perceived that Native Americans unfairly
receive more from the government than do other groups.
This belief was shared by a majority of respondents from
all other ethnic and racial groups (GQRR).
• Hispanic adults, especially those who are more
conservative, are some of the most supportive of
Native issues, in part due to their perceived blood ties
with Native peoples; 68 percent of those surveyed are
supportive of doing more (GQRR).
• Younger, White, non-college-educated men are allies on
some issues. Only 20 percent of those surveyed support
a ban on Native-themed mascots, but they do support
Native Americans on most other issues — for example,
74 percent support expanding national monuments to
protect sacred Native lands (GQRR).
• College students from predominantly White universities
tend to lack knowledge about or close personal contact

with Native Americans. The more college students
are unaware or in denial of the prejudice, bias and
discrimination faced by Native peoples, the less they
report supporting Native issues (Fryberg).
• Of millennial women surveyed, 60 percent support a
ban on Native-themed mascots (versus 38 percent of
millennial men overall and 20 percent of younger, White,
non-college-educated men) (GQRR).
• White liberals said they support policies to remedy
inequities. They indicated that they may be confused
by Native issues, what Native peoples want and what
is in Native peoples’ best interest, and they often need
more information about how to move forward in a proNative way (Fryberg). However, the research notes that
aligning along partisan or ideological lines carries both
risk and reward, enlisting part of the country as allies
but potentially creating partisan gridlock and mitigating
real progress (GQRR).
• Opponents to Native issues, such as less-educated White
respondents, showed the potential to become allies
when presented with information about Native issues
(Fryberg).

PHILANTHROPY
Research with foundation leaders (GQRR) provides insights
into why just under 0.3 percent of total U.S. foundation
support explicitly benefits Native Americans. Those leaders
in our study who fund Native communities and issues said
they appreciated the different long-term vision, the Native
perspective on the history of the area or issue, and the
growth in cultural sensitivity and awareness.
Although members of this group show some romanticizing
and positive stereotyping, they don’t reveal negative biases.
On the contrary, they perceive threats like alcoholism and
cultural erosion as coming from outside the community,
fueled by structural racism, rather than from failings within
the communities. All of the funders interviewed expressed
willingness to increase giving to support Native peoples and
issues as long as it falls within their core mission.
To move foundation leaders in this direction, the greatest
need is to increase the visibility of Native peoples and tribal
nations among foundations. Most foundations are coastal and
urban, and they fund projects they see around them. Many
in our study perceived that their geographic area does not
include a significant Native presence. However, even those
who do take a regional focus admitted to a knowledge gap
about tribes in their region. Most failed to see the presence
of Native Americans living in urban centers.
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Other issues include the following:
• Capacity. Funders in our study perceived that many
tribes lack the technical expertise to fill out a complicated
grant application. They perceived that this may be due
to the high rate of turnover in tribal governments. For
example, one person may have been trained in grant
writing and developed a relationship with the funder,
but then that person leaves and a new person without
that knowledge comes on board. Funders in our study
saw nonprofit groups as quite sophisticated and noted
that regional nonprofits are working with tribes in their
region to help them access funding. Some funders also
reported adapting application and reporting processes to
be more flexible.
• Cultural competency. According to most funders in our
study, they have no Native voices in their leadership
or board, lack cultural competency, and may not fully
understand Native issues. They reported worrying about
the risk of inadvertently offending Native Americans.
Some assumed to know what’s best or to make decisions
based on mainstream practices that do not align with
Native practices. For example, if a funder makes decisions
based on traditional grant evaluation methods that
prioritize reaching high numbers of people, it may decline
funding opportunities in sparsely populated tribal areas
with less quantifiable, but equally important, results.

Those working on behalf
of other people of color —
especially in the Latino
community — noted
the shared history of
discrimination and were
open to strengthening
alliances that create
mutual benefit.

THOUGHT LEADERS
One component of the research included interviews with leaders in
business, faith and civil rights organizations. Findings included the
following (GQRR):
• Business. According to the business leaders interviewed, doing
business in Indian Country poses unique challenges for companies,
and sovereignty is seen as a barrier to private business growth on
reservations. However, the business leaders in our study also saw
significant opportunities for growth. They associated Native Americans
with environmentalism and described proximate tribes as stewards
and protectors of the land. Some mentioned the close-knit and familyoriented Native communities and noted that they prefer contracting
with Native companies, which they said tend to be relatively small and
family owned, because of the focus on creating and maintaining close
relationships.
• Faith. Leaders in our study said that Native spirituality can be
misunderstood, romanticized or treated as a New Age fad rather
than something ingrained in culture. Christian ministries, they
said, experience pushback from non-Natives who cannot reconcile
Christianity and Native spirituality, which they view as mutually
exclusive. They noted that non-Natives in the faith community may
harbor a false sense that the United States is taking adequate care of its
Native peoples and that their needs are being met through government
programs, subsidies and handouts. Members of the faith community
in our study therefore turned their focus and resources to missions in
Third World countries, where they believe their philanthropic outreach
can have greater impact.
• Civil rights. Civil rights leaders in our study perceived Native peoples
to be notably absent from the national conversation around race and
diversity. Those working on behalf of other people of color — especially
in the Latino community — noted the shared history of discrimination
and were open to strengthening alliances that create mutual benefit. (To
some policy elites, however, viewing Native peoples in primarily racial
terms rather than political terms is dangerous, as political recognition
as a sovereign nation should give each tribe a stronger voice above and
beyond that of other ethnic and racial groups.) Civil rights leaders said
they see more power in numbers and thus recommended reducing
conflicts among tribes and joining together to increase their visibility.
We gained additional insights on stakeholders in the narrative testing
research we completed at the end of this project. Please see page 40 for
details.
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THE MOVEMENT LEVERAGED THE POWER OF SOCIAL AND ALTERNATIVE MEDIA, COMBINED
WITH ADVOCACY FROM CELEBRITIES, TO FORCE COVERAGE BY MAINSTREAM MEDIA
Truly, such amplification would not have been possible
without social media and alternative media. In line with
the historical erasure of Native peoples, mainstream media
initially, and for quite some time, refused to report on the
Standing Rock movement. But “as Native Americans defined
their own struggles, you saw the White corporate media
struggling to change their coverage as well — or being forced
to,” Amy Goodman noted.
The first mainstream journalist to cover the movement,
Lawrence O’Donnell, later reflected on what prompted his
coverage. It was, quite simply, “one word. It was the word
‘trespassing.’” He shared that he “read a small item about
the protest.… It said that if the protests continued that the
protestors would be arrested for trespassing. And it was just
so stunning to me that the decedents of the very first people
to ever set foot on that land would be arrested by the invaders
of that land for trespassing. It just seems that the one thing
that Native Americans should never, ever be arrested for
would be trespassing. And that was the word that grabbed
me in the first article that I read about it.”
He further noted that it was not necessarily the substance
of the legal battle or “the history of the pipeline project in
that article” that inspired him into action. Instead, “it was
really just that word, that word ‘trespassing’ that made
me do my first piece about this on my show, which was on
August 25, 2016.”
Nick Tilsen witnessed Lawrence O’Donnell’s initial coverage
on August 25 and spoke about the power of his authentic
coverage of the movement on national TV: “He wasn’t just
acting. He was astounded, like, ‘Whoa, we’re doing this to
Indian people now in the 21st century? This is crazy.’ And
he was authentically moved by this and ... how wrong [it
was] on every level.... [When] he did his first piece and that
monologue ..., I think that it was one of the best monologues
ever done conceptualizing the Indigenous people’s issues....
And I think that it moved the hearts and minds of millions of
Americans.”
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Lawrence O’Donnell connected his two-minute monologue
on August 27 to the reaction on social media, recollecting
that “it was the shortest thing in the show, and it got a really
kind of explosive reaction on Twitter and on social media.
And that was fascinating to me because there were two kinds
of reactions. First, the surprise and outrage by people who
were learning about this for the first time. And then the
other far more interesting reaction, to me, was from people
who knew a lot more about it than I did, who were already
out there [from] different tribes … [whom] I discovered on
Twitter and on social media who had much more knowledge
about this. And so I started to feed off of that, and it became
this dynamic exchange through social media between my
show and the people who were way ahead of me on this.”
Just seven days on the heels of Lawrence O’Donnell’s
introduction of the movement to mainstream media, Amy
Goodman filmed the dog attacks on September 3, the
Saturday of Labor Day weekend 2016 — when Dakota Access
LLC purposefully bulldozed and destroyed the 27 burials
Standing Rock’s former Tribal Historic Preservation Officer
Tim Mentz had described in the affidavit he filed in court
the day before, on September 2. Combined with Lawrence
O’Donnell’s monologue from one week before, this coverage
made it impossible for the mainstream media to continue
to ignore the movement at Standing Rock. Comedian and
committed conservation activist Dallas Goldtooth remarked
that “Democracy Now! really kind of took it to a whole new
level after the [dog] attacks, and there was the good fortune
to have them there during that day.… Their presence and
journalism, you know, really opened — and I guess sent the
invitation for traditional media to start covering the story.”

“Citizen journalism was
absolutely critical for
providing access to breaking
news stories, as well as the
diverse viewpoints. Social
media was essential for
getting reports out to a
global audience.”
— Amy Goodman

In addition to alternative media, social media brought the Standing Rock
movement’s message to millions who otherwise would have never heard
of it. Amy Goodman stated, “Citizen journalism was absolutely critical for
providing access to breaking news stories, as well as the diverse viewpoints.
Social media was essential for getting reports out to a global audience.”
Indeed, as Dallas Goldtooth put it, “social media allowed immediate,
direct, one-on-one access and kind of this perception of unfiltered access”
to what was happening on the ground. And thus when asked to compare
Standing Rock with other historical Native-led movements like Wounded
Knee and Alcatraz, Reid Walker (MHA Nation) stated that “the biggest
difference now is that anybody with a phone with a camera on it is a media
representative now. And images and issues can be spun around the globe
in a matter of seconds now. So you can amplify and gain mass faster than
you ever could have back then.” As Judith LeBlanc reflected, social media
“gave an opportunity for people, grassroots folks to show, to explain, to
talk, to challenge people to think about why we must, we must take such
a … stand to stop the pipeline from being built. And the social media was,
I think, critical to the traditional media coverage, because as we can see
from Trump, Twitter matters, Facebook matters.”
Finally, the messaging (“Water Is Life” and “Stand With Standing Rock,”
among a few others) was amplified by a combination of highly effective
tribal leader messengers, community members, key media personalities
and highly influential celebrities—such as Shailene Woodley, Chris
Hemsworth, Ezra Miller, Mark Ruffalo, Ava DuVernay, Michael Moore,
Rosario Dawson, Katy Perry and Solange Knowles, as well as Saturday
Night Live personalities in the skit “Weekend Update” with Colin Jost,
Michael Che and Tina Fey. These celebrities were able to reach the
millennials and people with no other ties or connections to tribal nations
or Indian Country. Working together with grassroots Native activists and
tribal leaders, they were able to break centuries of silence and amplify a
message of sovereignty and solidarity that, to date, had been erased from
the dominant American narrative.
Shailene Woodley reflected that the Standing Rock movement felt
important to her “from the very first time I heard about it” because it was
“started by the youth of Standing Rock and nurtured and supported by [the]
tribal leadership of Standing Rock.” She continued, “The key component
that created the perfect storm for my participation and my passion for it
was ‘Enough is enough.’ I think any time any movement starts, it’s because
[we] are fed up and people have taken as much as they can possibly take.”
The final component, she shared, was what she saw as the “beautiful
opportunity for unification in a way that we haven’t really seen, at least in
my generation … [and] the community I grew up in,” the opportunity “to
know and to be educated about Native Americans from Native Americans,
not from outsourced media or from a narrative—a White narrative or a
Western narrative.”
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• 63 percent agree that Native American tribes should
have full legal authority on their own lands.

• 38 percent of people who believe they have Native
American ancestry say they are very willing.

• 67 percent support the Indian Child Welfare Act.

The Issue Narratives Move People

• 78 percent believe it is important to feature more stories
about Native Americans on TV, in movies and in other
entertainment (33 percent believe it is very important).

Participants who read our narratives consistently demonstrate
more support for all Native American issues (see Figure 2).

• The mascot issue is much more
difficult: 39 percent favor a ban on
Native American mascots, while 34
percent oppose a ban.
The Public Responds Strongly
to Our Overall Narrative

Figure 2.
Narrative impact
Sovereignty
Did not
hear
narrative

Heard
narrative

Indian Child
Welfare Act
Did not
hear
narrative

Heard
narrative

Mascots
Did not
hear
narrative

Heard
narrative

Culture
Did not
hear
narrative

*

• 41 percent of people who know a Native American report
willingness.
• 42 percent of fathers say they are very willing, compared
with 33 percent of mothers.
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About one-third (36 percent) of all participants in the online
survey said they believe they have some Native American
ancestry or relatives. Figure 3 shows various demographic
groups and compares their share of the general population
(e.g., 16 percent Hispanic) with their share of the 36 percent
who claim native ancestry (e.g., 22 percent Hispanic).
Figure 3.
Breakdown of people claiming Native American ancestry

Heard
narrative

Of those who read the overall statement
Support
63%
70%
67%
79%
39%
53%
78%
83%
of the new narrative (see page 40), an 81
percent majority said they agree with
Oppose
21%
12%
10%
5%
34%
24%
5%
5%
it, and just 5 percent say they disagree.
Net
Nearly 9 in 10 (88 percent) find it credible,
+16
+17
+24
+5
Difference
and two-thirds (65 percent) say they are
* There is less impact here because we support starts so high (78 percent).
willing to share it with others. Some of
the same allied groups we saw in previous
research respond more enthusiastically here: younger, more Perhaps the most impressive shift appears around the mascot
politically progressive and more racially diverse people. But issue, where the public has consistently demonstrated
this narrative also works well among conservatives, among resistance. After reading the narrative, 53 percent support
a ban, with only 24 percent opposed. The narratives not
men without a college education, and in Indian Country.
only help energize allies — such as younger people, political
While some variation emerges in terms of intensity, this progressives and people of color — but also have an impact
message also works across communities and geographies.
among more resistant groups, such as seniors, people
without a college education and residents of Indian Country.
• 81 percent of Whites agree, as do 80 percent of non-Whites.
• 82 percent outside of Indian Country agree, as do 75 Even more dramatically, the combined impact of the overall
narrative and the issue narratives awakens Americans to
percent within Indian Country.
ongoing discrimination against Native Americans. At the
• 85 percent of Democrats agree, as do 79 percent of
beginning of the survey, 34 percent of all participants believed
Republicans.
Native Americans face a great deal or a lot of discrimination.
• 79 percent of people younger than 30 agree, as do 79 By the end of the survey, 55 percent of those who read our
percent of people older than 65.
narrative believed Native Americans face a great deal or a lot
The groups who say they are most willing to share the of discrimination. Not only is there movement among some
of the allies identified in previous research (such as younger
narrative may be likely to become active in a campaign.
people and people of color), but there is also disproportionate
• 37 percent of African-Americans say they are very willing
change among groups less inclined to align as allies (such
to share this information, compared with 28 percent of
as Republicans, people in the Rocky Mountain states and
Whites.
people without a college education).
• 38 percent of Democrats say they are very willing.
• 37 percent of New Englanders report being willing, the Clues About Groups Who Are Our Allies and Should Be
Engaged First
highest regional total.
• 37 percent of younger, college-educated Americans say
they are willing.

A large potential ally group emerges among people who
believe they have Native American ancestry.

No hostile groups emerged in this survey. Some of the uglier
attitudes we have heard in some focus groups may well be
represented here, and some of these respondents may hold
stereotypes we have seen in the previous surveys. Yet it is
convincing that the majority of every subgroup here agrees with
our narrative. No broad group appears to be implacably opposed
to our efforts. Some groups, of course, form a base of likely
allies, some are movable, and some are simply tougher to reach.

Representation
Among General
Population

Representation
Among Those
Who Claim Native
American Ancestry

Men

48%

45%

Women

52%

55%

White

65%

58%

African-American

13%

17%

Hispanic

16%

22%

4%

3%

Younger than 50

57%

65%

Older than 50

43%

34%

Non-College-Educated

67%

74%

College-Educated

33%

26%

5%

3%

Middle Atlantic

13%

11%

East North Central

15%

14%

West North Central

7%

6%

30%

35%

Border states

7%

8%

Mountain states

7%

8%

16%

14%

Demographic Group

Asian

New England

Deep South

Pacific

These respondents consistently demonstrate more support
for Native American issues than other groups and are
among the most likely to move toward believing Native
Americans face discrimination. For example, 48 percent
of the respondents who believe they have Native American
ancestry support a ban on Native American mascots (even
without hearing the narratives), compared with 36 percent
among respondents who do not report having Native
American ancestry.
Given the numbers of respondents who believe they have
Native American ancestry, the degree to which they shift
in response to the narrative, their clear interest in Native
American culture, and their commitment to Native American
issues, these people strongly recommend themselves as
allies in this campaign.

Some of the biggest shifts occur among groups who are, on
other measures, more ambivalent about Native American
issues and communities. For example, support for the Indian
Child Welfare Act jumps 12 percentage points overall (net) but
19 points among seniors. Conservative women and older men
show the biggest shifts on sovereignty issues. Without reading
the narratives, only 38 percent of men without a college
education support a ban on Native American mascots; among
those who read the narratives, support jumps to 56 percent.
When it comes to perceptions of the amount of discrimination
Native Americans face, larger than average shifts in response
to the new narrative occur among younger men (from 36
percent believing that Native Americans face a great deal or
a lot of discrimination to 58 percent believing this), liberal/
moderate Republicans (from 28 to 47 percent), residents of
the Rocky Mountain states (from 28 to 49 percent), younger
African-Americans (from 40 to 70 percent), younger people
overall (from 40 to 67 percent), and people who believe they
have Native American ancestry (from 39 to 67 percent).
Considering the findings from this survey, and taking into
account quantitative research from 2017, we can define
priority audience segments for Reclaiming Native Truth (see
Figure 4).
Figure 4.
Population segments
Allies

Movable

Tougher

Younger noncollege-educated
Whites

Whites in Indian
Country

Asians

Seniors

Young men

Conservatives

Residents of
Northeast

Residents of Rocky
Mountain states

Older non-collegeeducated men

People who know a
Native American

Residents of Deep
South

Republicans

People of Native
American Ancestry

Liberal/moderate
Republicans

People of color,
particularly
Hispanics
Democrats
Liberals

Young, collegeeducated people
Young women

Young African
Americans
Fathers

Final Narratives for Use
Based on these testing results, Reclaiming Native Truth fine
tuned the narratives and developed two guides, one for Native
peoples and organizations and one for allies, with insights
on using the narratives and advancing narrative change. To
download the guides, please visit reclaimingnativetruth.com.
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RECLAIMING NATIVE TRUTH

We know what
aspects of the true,
strengths-based
story resonate most
strongly, and we
have proven that
hearing this new story
significantly increases
people’s support of
Native Americans and
Native issues.

Reclaiming Native Truth is the largest public opinion research initiative ever conducted in
Indian Country, engaging nearly 20,000 people across the United States through focus
groups, surveys and other methods and analyzing nearly five million social media posts,
blogs and other commentary. More than 180 people have collaborated to understand the
findings and develop a strategy, and the project is supported by investments from a wide
range of diverse organizations, from respected Native allies to major funders.
For the first time, we have data about the toxic combination of the invisibility of Native
Americans in contemporary society and the pervasive negative stereotypes. We know
how this combination leads to ongoing discrimination and lack of support for vital issues
and initiatives, as well as how it influences not only the general public but also policymakers, the judicial system, K–12 education, pop culture, arts, entertainment, the media
and philanthropy.
We also have data about pathways for change. We know what aspects of the true,
strengths-based story resonate most strongly, and we have proven that hearing this
new story significantly increases people’s support of Native Americans and Native issues.
We have identified new allies — a large, diverse audience that is aligned with Native values
and is ready to learn an accurate history, hear Native voices and make Native contributions
more visible.

The False and Harmful
Current Narrative About
Native American Peoples
What most people in this country know — or think they know — about Native Americans
is rooted in myths, stereotypes and half-truths. Information they have received since birth
from movies, television, the media and school lessons has created a false narrative (or
commonly accepted story) about historic and contemporary Native Americans and tribes.
From a young age, most people in the United States have been immersed in the current
dominant narrative about Native peoples. It is a largely false and deficit-based narrative,
meaning it focuses on challenges and weaknesses — real, assumed or exaggerated — rather
than being based on strengths and opportunities. These narratives are almost always
created by non-Native people, often with the intention to oppress Native nations, peoples
and cultures.
Sometimes these narratives use outright negative stereotypes. Other times they create
stories that seem positive at first but that actually reinforce myths by romanticizing Native
cultures and implying that all Native Americans are the same. (Think about Disney’s
submissive Pocahontas or the idealized Native American characters in Dances with Wolves.)

4

Changing the Narrative About Native Americans

Faulty history lessons, media reports and rumors leave people with the false assumption
that individual Native Americans are not U.S. citizens, receive money from the government,
don’t pay taxes, are rich from casinos and/or go to college for free (all untrue). “Positive”
stereotypes blend many unique tribes into one “Native American” persona that is perceived
to be committed to family and culture, spiritual and mystical, resilient through historical
challenges, fiercely protective of the land, and patriotic to the United States. Non-Natives
often hold positive and negative stereotypes at the same time: Native peoples living in
poverty and rich from casinos; resilient and addicted to drugs and alcohol; the noble
warrior and savage warrior.

From a young age,
most people in the
United States have
been immersed in
the current dominant
narrative about
Native peoples.

These assumptions and contradictions are alive and well thanks to sports teams and
consumer products that continue to use derogatory Native American–themed mascots,
which some people defend as “honoring” Native Americans (they don’t). Schools teach
biased and revisionist history, while news media report only on disparities and do not use
Native reporters to tell stories of strength. The list goes on and on.
Well-meaning allies — and sometimes even organizations serving Native Americans —
often unintentionally spread this false narrative by focusing on deficits rather than assets
in an attempt to build support for funding, policies and programs.1

“For years, the lives and experiences of Indigenous peoples have often been
introduced or described from a negative perspective. This may be wellintentioned because the narrative draws attention to the many challenges
and incredible needs faced by Native peoples, but this narrative reinforces
stereotypes and implies hopelessness. Native peoples are deeply hopeful and
have an abundance of cultural knowledge that is positive. A better narrative
is one that reclaims the truth of our positive values and relationships.”
—Cheryl Crazy Bull (Sicangu Lakota), President and CEO,
American Indian College Fund

The effects are profound. The negative, persistent narrative can harm the self-esteem
and aspirations of Native Americans — especially children. It also reinforces negative
stereotypes among non-Native people, shaping how they think and act. As individuals,
our internalized biases, stereotypes, misunderstandings, ignorance and blind spots are all
products of it. Our country has used the false narrative to justify oppressive practices and
laws, and historic and systemic racism.

1

It is still necessary to point out inequities and challenges facing Native peoples, such as unjust laws and practices,
as well as historic and continued discrimination and oppression. But those facts cannot stand alone; they must
be placed in context with assets and strengths so as not to reinforce a deficit narrative. See the messaging on
pages 16–19 for examples of how this works.

5

WHAT CAN YOU DO?

Work with the news media

Make research accurate

If you work with the news media, look
for opportunities to share story ideas that
support the new narrative.

If your organization conducts or uses
research to make decisions, consider
whether and how to include data about
Native Americans, who represent around
2 percent of the U.S. population.3

If you see a story that perpetuates the old
narrative, contact the reporter or submit
a letter to the editor that brings all four
themes together to correct the story and
paint a more accurate picture. Suggest
that reporters talk directly with Native
American people or organizations to
include their point of view.

A number of Native nonprofit, research,
health and policy organizations would be
interested in partnering with you on the
best and most appropriate ways to collect
the data.
It is necessary to disaggregate data so you can
understand how your policies and programs
impact Native Americans. If you need
assistance in doing this, each region in the
United States has a tribal epidemiology center
that can assist you (tribalepicenters.org).
At the very least, note that you don’t have
data available for Native Americans if that
is the case — doing this helps fight erasure
and invisibility in data sets and analysis.

3

26

Use language carefully
Pay attention to the language you
use in conversations among your
staff and teams. Help each other
see where you are inadvertently
falling into assumptions or an old
deficit narrative, call on each other
to use better practices, and explore
how you can shift your language.

The nation’s American Indian and Alaska Native population, including those of more than one race, amounted to 6,706,210 people or about
2 percent of the total population in 2016. Source: Vintage 2016 Population Estimates (see https://factfinder.census.gov/bkmk/table/1.0/en/
PEP/2016/PEPALL5N?slice=year~est72016).
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WHAT CAN YOU DO?

Shape Your Work to Advance
the New Narrative
Do your homework —
and ask for help
Don’t rely on Native Americans to teach you
about how to be an ally. It is not their job to
explain or defend their cultures, histories
or current reality. It’s your opportunity
and responsibility to learn all you can and
to develop the ability to determine what
is or is not appropriate. Respectfully seek
clarification and insights from people
with whom you’ve built relationships,
and respect their critical feedback. See
“Information Sources” on page 34 for some
places to start.
All of the organizations involved in this
project stand ready to help you. Reach out
with questions about data, how to build
relationships, and how to find organizations
and communities to work with around
different issues. You are not alone. See
reclaimingnativetruth.com for contact
information.

Hire Native Americans
Seek out and hire Native Americans in
your organization. Appoint Native
Americans as board members and
to coalitions, advisory groups and
commissions. Contract with Native
artists and other professionals. Encourage
your colleagues and peers to do the same.
Challenge the “we can’t find anyone”
narrative with a commitment to reaching
more deeply across and beyond your
networks to bring Native American
leadership and expertise, cultural
values, knowledge and creative voices
into your work.

Bring Native voices into
media and entertainment

If you work in the entertainment field or
news media or in pop culture, commit to
hiring Native Americans as producers,
directors, editors, artists, writers and
“The most valuable treasure in Hollywood is
so forth. Commit funding to Native
a great story. And with allegations of ‘fake
projects. Erase outdated, stereotypical and
news,’ audiences are hungrier than ever for
inaccurate depictions in your work, and do
authenticity. Real voices, true stories and
not create Native stories or representations
perspectives we don’t hear every day are
tremendous assets. Investing in Native American without Native Americans leading and/or
stories, storytellers and talent is not only the
guiding the work.

Interrupt and correct
the false narrative
If you hear or see others
perpetuating myths, stereotypes
or other aspects of the false
narrative — whether out of
ignorance or blatant racism —
share with them the correct
information. Use the narrative and
narrative-framed messages to start
a new conversation. (See “Lifting
Up Truths” on page 34.)

right thing to do, it’s the smart thing to do.”
Johanna Blakley, Managing Director,
the Norman Lear Center
28
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SUMMARY OF CONVERSATION WITH WAYNE DUCHENEUX, EXECUTIVE
DIRECTOR OF THE NATIVE GOVERNANCE CENTER
Notes taken by Matthew Johnson, Assistant Director of Parks and Recreation
Phone Conversation, December 1, 2020

Comments made by Wayne:
•
•

•
•

•
•
•

•

•

The Parks and Recreation Commission deserved praise for taking on this issue and that
that showed a level of cultural awareness.
Emphasized that the most important thing is that the Commission is transparent with their
process. In his experience, trying to hide anything when discussing an issue like this,
regardless of whether well-intentioned, will yield distrust.
Also emphasized that it is important that the commission is accurate and thoughtful when
sharing why this is being considered and with all messaging.
The name Pocahontas is not necessarily offensive to him personally, but the Pocahontas
imagery that most people know is based upon mis-information or stereotypes and is
likely not helpful to native communities. He also mentioned that Pocahontas has no ties
to Minnesota, so the name doesn’t seem to make much sense in Minnesota, regardless of
original intention.
Recommended review of Reclaiming Native Truths research study on native identity and
representation in modern media.
Recommended hearing from Dakota representatives since the land that the park is on was
likely Dakota land.
Cautioned that although this issue is important, the Commission should be respectful of
Native American’s time. This likely will not be as high of a priority for Native American
representatives as it is for the Commission, though that shouldn’t be interpreted to mean
they do not care or support the efforts. He also mentioned that the COVID-19 Pandemic
has hit the Native American Communities hard and that that may be impacting some
people’s ability to respond or participate in the conversation.
Cautioned that these issues inflame tension and no matter where the commission lands,
there will likely be unhappy people on both sides. Encouraged the commission to follow
their process, make a sincere effort to understand the native American perspective and be
transparent when making their recommendation.
In closing, Wayne reiterated his appreciation that the Commission is examining this issue
and for the thoroughness of the proposed process.

Redskins to the Washington Football team. Strong opinions were expressed from both sides,
but all have seemed to accept that change once it had been made.
Roseville and Pocahontas Park exists on the traditional homeland of the Dakota people. I could
see an argument made that Pocahontas is not local and that the Roseville Parks and Rec wishes
to honor the local Native Community as a rational for a name change. This would bypass any
debate surrounding offensiveness as a rational, that is at least among the Native perspective.
I would further suggest that the park's name be replaced with a name originating from the
Dakota language. Local Dakota historians and language speakers can be a resource for
identifying an appropriate name and spelling. If you do chose this option, be prepared to hear
strong opinions from outside of the Native community.
A local example of this name change can be found in the name change from Lake Calhoun to
Bde Maka Ska or the addition of the Dakota language to Fort Snelling to include at Bdote. Two
excellent examples of places that struggled with the complexities of a simple name change.
My advice would be to pursue the name change, but be clear with the rational for this change
and articulate that rational well, you will face opposition from all sides. By changing the name,
it demonstrates the Roseville Park and Rec's desire to be more inclusive of all cultures,
conversely if Parks and Rec does not choose to pursue a name change it could send the
message that Park and Rec accepts and condones the historical misrepresentation of Native
American people.
Others Native American groups you may seek out for their opinions are the Roseville Area
Schools Indian Education Office and the Parent Committee they work with, the state office of
Indian Education at MDE, or the MN Indian Affairs Council. These are just a few suggestions off
the top of my head, I can assist to identify other groups if needed.
I do hope this response helps you in your efforts, please feel free to call or email if you have any
question or need further assistance,
John Bobolink
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METROPOLITAN URBAN INDIAN DIRECTORS GROUP

February 3rd, 2019

Mayor Roe and Roseville City Council Members:
This letter has been written on behalf of the Metropolitan Urban Indian Directors Group
(MUID) – a collaborative of over twenty-five American Indian organizations operating within
the Twin Cities metropolitan area of Minnesota (please see the attached organizational listing).
This letter is written in support of Roseville Parks and Recreation Commission’s proposed
Pocahontas Park Name - Community Engagement and Analysis Plan introduced to
the City Council on January 25th, 2021, with the ultimate goal of renaming Pocahontas Park.
Metro Urban Indian Directors (MUID) is a network of Native-led organizations serving the
Urban Indian Community in the Twin Cities. Nearly 30 years ago, the Metropolitan Urban
Indian Directors (MUID) group was formed by Executive Directors of American Indian
organizations in Minneapolis to support each other in their work providing services to the
American Indian Community. Today, the work of MUID is supported by a Memorandum of
Understanding with the City of Minneapolis and a Memorandum of Agreement with
Minneapolis Public Schools.
MUID supports the renaming of Pocahontas Park for many reasons. First and foremost,
Pocahontas did not come from a tribal nation affiliated with what is now known as the state of
Minnesota, but from the Pamunkey Tribe of what is now known as the state of Virginia.
Additionally, Pocahontas has been over sexualized and stereotypically used in media in ways
that degrade Native women and feeds into the harmful stereotypes of sex servitude, exotic
fetishism, and sexual violence. This is illustrated by the current crisis of our Missing and
Murdered Indigenous Women. Finally, renaming this park provides an opportunity to truly
honor this place with a name that centers around the landscape and/or the original people of the
land where this park is situated. The renaming process also serves as an opportunity for
education and collaboration.

Renaming local sites with processes and names that truly honor and involve the original people
of this land is a powerful action of reconciliation. By naming or renaming places with
Indigenous place names, the original people of this land can reclaim their relationship to these
spaces that hold their cultures and languages, which have barely survived government imposed
forced assimilation and genocide. Indigenous place names can represent important historical
events and legal principles, such as the case with some creation stories. They can convey
important features of the site and teachings on how to live in good relations with others and the
land. There is a strong connection between the re-establishment of Indigenous place names, and
the revitalization of Indigenous languages and cultures.
In an effort to support this re-naming process, MUID is happy to make the following
recommendations for engaging the Native American community in this process:
●

●

●
●

Connect with local, federally recognized Dakota communities (Prairie Island Indian
Community, Shakopee Mdewakanton Dakota Community, Lower Sioux Indian
Community, Upper Sioux Community) to share work to date and garner feedback
Connect with urban American Indian groups like MUID, Saint Paul Indians in Action
(SIA), and the Minnesota Indian Affairs Council Urban Indian Advisory Board to share
work to date and garner feedback
Connect with your local Roseville school district’s American Indian education
department and staff
Formation of a Native-led park name recommendation committee with stipends that
honor the time and knowledge of committee members (interested individuals may be
identified through the above engagement process)

We thank you for the work you are doing in your community to make this park a place that is
welcoming to all members of the Roseville community and its visitors.
Pidamaya yedo/Miigwech/Wibthaha/Pinigigi/Thank you,
Letter Authors:
Maggie Lorenz
Executive Director & Wakan Tipi Center Director
Marissa Cummings
President and CEO – Minnesota Indian Women’s Resource Center (MIWRC)
SIGNED BY THE FULL MUID MEMBERSHIP

Listing of Voting Member Organizations within the Metropolitan Urban Indian Directors
Group:
1. Ain Dah Yung Center
2. All Nations Indian Church
3. American Indian Community and Development Corporation
4. American Indian Family Center
5. American Indian OIC
6. Bois Forte Urban Office
7. The Circle Newspaper
8. Division of Indian Work
9. Fond Du Lac Urban Office
10. Indian Health Board
11. Indigenous Peoples Task Force
12. Little Earth of United Tribes
13. MIGIZI Communications
14. Mille Lacs Band Urban Office
15. Minneapolis American Indian Center
16. Minnesota Indian Women’s Resource Center
17. Mni Sota Fund
18. Native American Community Clinic
19. Native American Community Development Institute
20. Nawayee Center School
21. New Native Theater
22. Red Lake Twin Cities Embassy
23. Upper Midwest American Indian Center
24. Wakan Tipi Center
25. White Earth Nation Urban Office
Listing of Ex-Officio Member Organizations within the Metropolitan Urban Indian Directors
Group:
1. City of Minneapolis – American Indian Community Specialist
2. Hennepin County Medical Center – American Indian Advocate
3. Minneapolis Public Schools – Department of Indian Education
4. Minnesota American Indian Chamber of Commerce

Parks and Recreation Commission Considers the Name of Pocahontas Park
Draft update – 2/4/2021
The Parks and Recreation Commission is currently examining the name of
Pocahontas Park after concerns were raised that the name may be offensive,
and if so, does not reflect Roseville’s desire to be an inclusive community. As a
result, the Commission has been learning more about the subject. At recent
meetings, the Parks and Recreation Commission learned more about who
Pocahontas (birth name Matoaka), was, heard feedback from representatives of
Native American groups, received feedback from residents and discussed the
issue.
Based on initial conversations, the commission has developed an Engagement and
Analysis Plan based upon the Government Alliance on Race and Equity (GARE)
Racial Equity Toolkit and the draft HRIEC engagement best practices.
The Parks and Recreation Commission is planning to hear more from Native
American communities, Native American residents of Roseville, neighbors of
Pocahontas Park and other Roseville residents who are interested in the
conversation.
To learn more about the Pocahontas Park name conversation, visit
cityofroseville.com/parks.
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Matthew Johnson
Lonnie Brokke
Resources for further Examination of the Pocahontas Park Issue
Friday, February 19, 2021 6:57:03 AM
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Commissioners:
I hope all is well. At our meeting in February, you had expressed a desire to
learn more about Native American expert perspectives as we continue to
examine the name of Pocahontas Park. I wanted to send out a couple of
resources that have been recommended that could be helpful in your
examination.
Reclaiming Native Truths is a nationwide research study on Native
American identity and the impacts of Native American portrayal.
Research findings
Guide for Allies
A Roseville resident sent a recommendation regarding a Citizens League
webinar, Why Treaties Matter. Below is a link to that webinar.
Why Treaties Matter, and How They Shape our Communities
Today
These resources (and others) will be included in your packet next week, but
given that they are longer, I thought it would be helpful if I got them out to you
in advance of the meeting.
Please let me know if you have any trouble with any of the links.
Thank you!
Matt

