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Too Dysfunctional to Govern: Trauma Capital and State Retreat in Rural Alaska 

 

Abstract 

This dissertation explores the case of indigenous communities in Alaska and their 

changing relationship with the state over nearly two centuries. It argues that persistent 

underdevelopment and inequality can, under certain conditions, actually be a mutually beneficial 

equilibrium that emerges between state and society. Such an equilibrium evolved in the Alaskan 

case as a result of failed, state-led development efforts that contributed to mutual learning, 

shifting priorities, and changing signals and strategies as both Alaska Native elites and state 

elites developed their understanding of their respective possibilities, constraints, and incentives 

over a very long period of time.   

 I offer two core concepts for making sense this process. The first, “captive inclusion,” 

describes an institutional arrangement of administrative decentralization in which the state 

effectively retreats from a “dysfunctional” group. In a captive inclusion dynamic, the state 

concedes a significant amount of autonomy to a given group behind a tacit understanding that the 

group does not actually have the capacity to successfully govern itself—it is, in a very real sense, 

expected to fail. 

 In Alaska’s case, the institutional arrangement of captive inclusion is made possible by 

the second concept, which I call “trauma capital”—a source of social currency that leverages 

claims of historical and current trauma, distress, and vulnerability in communities that lack 

alternative markers of status and success. From its beginnings as an internal social process, 
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trauma capital and its handmaiden, “resilience,” become the pretext for a group’s inability to 

successfully govern itself apart from matters of “informal” or “local” concern. In this way, some 

degree of partial autonomy is possible—but only so long as the group remains “vulnerable” and 

therefore does not represent an economic or political threat to the state. 

 I trace the history of social relations between the state and Alaska Natives from the 

beginning, and uncover the origins and development of the contemporary institutional dynamics 

that drive economic underdevelopment across rural Alaska—as well as illuminate the forms of 

social and political isolation that leave Native villages uniquely and paradoxically vulnerable to 

the consequences of Arctic climate change. 
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 1 

INTRODUCTION 

THE LAST INDIAN WAR 

 

“How rare it is to encounter advice about the future which begins from a premise of incomplete 
knowledge.” 1 
 

“It’s always easiest to let yourself be governed.” 2 
 
Early in 1997, fresh out of high school and flush with my record-high annual oil money dividend 

from the Alaska Permanent Fund, I moved to the state capital in Juneau to change the world. I 

volunteered for a term as an intern for a freshman legislator, and soon found myself working full 

time in the governor’s office. In addition to answering phones at the front desk, guiding the 

occasional tour, and walking the executive’s dog, my marginal qualifications as my high school’s 

newspaper editor meant I was also soon responsible for writing and editing the office’s semi-

annual Native newsletter. 

 It’s possible that I wasn’t the single least qualified person in the entire state for such a task, 

but I wasn’t too far from it, either. A graduate of Wasilla public schools just a few years behind 

Sarah Palin, I had received exactly zero formal education in Native culture, politics, or history. 

And as a resident of urban Alaska, I also had very little exposure to “real world” Alaska Natives, 

who were then and remain disproportionately concentrated in very rural and mostly remote areas, 

many of which are accessible only by small plane as weather allows.  

 I grew up a third generation Alaskan on both sides of my family, but my Alaska was about 

as far from “Native” Alaska as Boston or Berkeley. Wasilla was then, and is still, predominantly 

                                                
1 Scott, Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed. 
 
2 Le Guin, The Language of the Night: Essays on Fantasy and Science Fiction. 
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white, just-this-side-of-the-poverty-line, and wholly unengaged with the vast expanse of Other 

Alaska that surrounds it.3 In 1997, it was just another flat, mid-sized, existentially tortured, all-

American landscape. We had the same fast food chains lining the main drag through town, the 

same long rows of pre-fab HUD housing, the same vast parking lots and gray faceless box stores. 

 But in Juneau, my near-total ignorance of Alaska Native culture and politics didn’t seem to 

matter at all. There I sat, at nineteen years old, drafting the language the governor would use to 

communicate that spring to Alaska Natives living in wildly diverse communities across the state. 

That language, I noticed even then, followed very specific rules. Each article and photograph 

very carefully conveyed culturally sensitive leadership providing largely hands-off guidance to 

communities of deeply challenged but fundamentally well-meaning individuals. Years later, 

when I came across Sanford Schram’s description of “economistic-therapeutic-managerial 

discourse” to describe welfare policies, I thought of that newsletter—and many others like it—

right away.4 

 While my role crafting executive rhetoric targeting Alaskan Natives would have been 

somewhat questionable under any conditions, what I did not fully appreciate until many years 

later is just how critical that particular moment really was in the state’s history of Native politics. 

That same spring, a long-contested claim to self-governance in a remote Arctic village finally 

reached the U.S. Supreme Court. After decades of conflict, Alaska Natives’ right to self-

governance was being determined once and for all, five thousand miles from Juneau, and I was 

handling the PR. 

                                                
3 The demographics of the Mat-Su Valley are beginning to change in more recent years, with Alaska 
Natives as the fastest growing group. 
 
4 Schram, “Neoliberalizing the Welfare State: Marketizing Social Policy/Disciplining Clients.” 
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 That SCOTUS case, Alaska v. Native Village of Venetie, is explored in much more detail in 

Chapter Three. But in a nutshell, it effectively ended a long-raging debate between rural and 

urban Alaska about “who governs” in Native communities. Ostensibly about the village tribal 

government’s right to tax outsiders doing business on tribal land, the case’s implications were 

enormous. Were Alaska Native villages like other federally-recognized tribal entities across the 

U.S., with their own institutions and systems of participation and accountability, empowered to 

operate like reservations? Or were they just like any other municipality across Alaska, and 

required to submit to the state as such? In a word, were Native communities in Alaska sovereign 

or not? 

 They were not, according to the unanimous decision that spring. Justice Clarence 

Thomas, writing for the Court, insisted that Alaska’s institutional particularities—namely 

ANCSA, the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971—meant that Alaska Native tribes did 

not qualify as true “Indian Country,” and therefore they did not have the same right to self-

governance that other federal tribes did on reservations.  Alaskan villages were, explicitly 

according to the Court, not dependent enough to warrant the designation of “Indian Country.” He 

then went on to insist that to classify them as such would be to undermine the central purpose of 

ANCSA, which was to “effect Native self-determination and to end paternalism in federal Indian 

relations.”5   

The decision was the legal death-knell of any formal recognition of tribal sovereignty in 

Native Alaska. But as my newsletter efforts in Juneau made clear, informal tribal sovereignty 

was already the law of the land. The state had been allowing de facto sovereignty in Native 

communities over local affairs for decades. While Venetie was still winding its way through the 

                                                
5 Alaska v. Native Village of Venetie Tribal Government, 522. 
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courts, the state Attorney General explained in a legislative hearing that the Governor had 

explicitly instructed him not to appeal a closely related case that had just ruled in favor of a 

village’s claim. “This administration has chosen not to have a battle over this issue,” he told the 

committee. The goal instead was to “try to develop a better, happier relationship with the villages 

throughout Alaska.”6 

 That sounded good. And it was certainly the kind of culturally sensitive rhetoric my 

newsletter reflected. But while the administration deflected with promises of a kinder, gentler 

relationship with villages, it was pouring millions of dollars and state resources into the Venetie 

dispute, including hiring a young future Chief Justice John Roberts as counsel and soliciting 

amicus briefs from 21 other states with significant Native populations.7 Laissez faire tolerance of 

local sovereignty—the stuff of tribal courts and domestic disputes—was all well and good. It 

was far from clear that the capacity was even there to enforce anything else anyway. But what 

the state could not tolerate was true economic sovereignty in rural Alaska. The kind of economic 

sovereignty that Juneau could not monitor, tax, or regulate. In other words, A Casino Situation. 

Or, specifically in Alaska’s case, independent oil and gas development on Native land. 

 That scenario was the stuff of Juneau’s nightmares, and its fears were not unfounded. 

Fifteen years before bringing its tax claim to the Supreme Court, the very same village—

Venetie—had raised separatist alarms when it made a muscular bid for economic independence 

by leasing 400,000 acres to an Oklahoma company for oil and gas exploration. When the state 

protested, the village pushed back, hard: 

                                                
6 Mitchell, Take My Land, Take My Life: The Story of Congress’s Historic Settlement of Alaska Native 
Land Claims, 1960-1971. 
 
7 40% of Native Americans—including Alaska Native, American Indian, and Native Hawaiian groups—
live in Alaska. 
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 “Let them try to collect taxes,” said Don Wright, consultant to Venetie and former 
president of the Alaska Federation of Natives. “We’ll not be bullied by a bunch of ignorant 
lawyers.” State officials who set foot on village lands will be considered trespassers, 
Wright said. “If they try to pressure us into violence, they’ll get violence.”8  

  
 The “specter” of more than two hundred individual tribal governments with sovereign 

authority to independently develop state lands and resources and essentially make whatever rules 

they pleased across an area fifty percent bigger than the entire state of New York was somewhat 

concerning to state elites. SCOTUS put those fears to rest when it ruled “Indian Country” did not 

exist in Alaska—and, as Thomas pointed out in his decision, elite consensus at the time was 

Congress never intended to assign Alaskan tribes anything like that kind of status when it settled 

the question of Native land claims in 1971. Senator Ted Stevens, in his annual address to the 

Alaska State Legislature in 1997, insisted upon this point as one of the original authors of the 

ANCSA legislation: 

“I was on the Senate floor when [ANCSA] was passed. In fact, I look back on that day as 
one of my proudest as a Senator. ANCSA was landmark legislation. It rejected the 
paternalism of the past and gave Alaska Natives an innovative way to retain their land 
and culture without forcing them into a failed reservation system. Much has been said 
about the Venetie case. I won’t dwell upon it at great length but will say as one of the 
principal authors of ANCSA: the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals was dead wrong.”9 

 I tell the newsletter story here because it shows how pervasive that elite consensus truly 

was. While admittedly this claim might not hold up to rigorous replication and regression 

analysis, I would certainly argue that the governor’s office would not have put a nineteen year 

old kid in charge of the official statewide communications strategy vis-à-vis the Alaska Native 

                                                
8 Kizzia, “Village Plans to Ignore State Oil Taxes, Laws.” 
 
9 Stevens, Ted, “Address by Hon. Ted Stevens, United States Senator, before a Joint Session of the First 
Session of the Twentieth Alaska State Legislature.” 
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community if they thought for a moment they were going to lose such a critical case. And they 

did not lose it.10 

 Venetie resolved the “balkanization” problem of hundreds of potential states-within-a-state, 

but the decision gave rise to two other major problems. One was the small matter of sheer 

practicality: the spatial and environmental realities of rural Alaska meant most parts of the state 

were functionally on their own anyway. Most tribal governments were too weak, too tiny, too 

widely dispersed over vast roadless areas, and far too socioeconomically isolated and 

underdeveloped to be realistically incorporated as full-fledged “Alaskan” communities with all 

of the trappings and benefits of inclusion. Moreover, the problems in those communities—

everything from sanitation to substance abuse—were daunting, and the state lacked anything like 

a clear path to resolving them. The other problem was the political reality of the Native 

sovereignty movement and the fact that it wasn’t going anywhere—especially now that its 

leaders had the perceived injustice of the Venetie paradigm to mobilize against and would 

potentially move their demands from the courts to the streets. The governor’s “kinder and 

gentler” doctrine was no match for real social mobilization.11 

 Shortly after Venetie, the Alaska Supreme Court addressed those problems in what was 

hailed by Native leaders as a “renaissance” for tribal governance. The landmark decision, John v. 

Baker, awarded jurisdiction to a tribal—not state—court to settle a child custody dispute. The 

                                                
 
10 In addition to his remarks to the legislature, Senator Stevens (at the height of his power in the U.S. 
Senate as chairman of the Appropriations committee and President pro tempore, vowed that he would find 
a way to defeat Venetie’s claim legislatively, if he had to. “If the state fails to get the ruling overturned in 
court,” he insisted, “we’ll attack it in congress.” For more discussion and insight into Stevens’ thoughts 
on sovereignty at the time, see: Zellen, Breaking the Ice: From Land Claims to Tribal Sovereignty in the 
Arctic. 
 
11 See: The Indian Reorganization Act: Transcript of a Conference Sponsored by the Alaska Federation of 
Natives, Mar. 8-9, 1983, Anchorage, Alaska, and Mitchell, Take My Land, Take My Life.” 
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case clearly moved “internal domestic matters” to the very heart of the sovereignty question. 

According to Baker, tribes did not require any special federal designation as “Indian Country”—

the standard that Venetie had rejected—to manage their own “internal” affairs. Matters like child 

custody battles, local civil and criminal disputes, and other internal domestic concerns were the 

real business of “inherent sovereignty” that was already afforded to village governments, and 

now the court had confirmed they had every right to exercise it.  

 While Baker was and continues to be celebrated as a victory for Native self-determination, 

I argue its effects were far more subversive and complex. Coupled with Venetie’s constraints, it 

left Native communities responsible for the stuff of everyday governance while sharpening the 

distinction between “internal affairs” and genuine economic self-determination and autonomy. 

By claiming that the state’s interference in internal tribal affairs like child custody disputes 

“infringes on tribal self-governance,” the implication was that any attempt a tribal government 

makes to reach outside of itself to grow its economic or political power is not the stuff of self-

governance. Moreover, the Baker decision was careful to buffer its recognition of inherent tribal 

sovereignty with “concurrent jurisdiction”—an escape hatch that allows the state to step and take 

jurisdiction from the tribe if it assesses a situation and determines proper due process has not 

been afforded to all parties.  

 Moreover, those same “internal domestic affairs” happened to be exactly the matters that 

most vexed the state, and from which governors and other elites most sought to distance 

themselves. Not only did the state lack the logistical capacity to successfully manage day-to-day 

life in hundreds of remote villages, but to interfere in custody battles or civil disputes or sensitive 

criminal issues was, more often than not, to invite resistance, conflict, and criticism from Native 

elites, and I argue such interference ultimately undermined the true exercise of state power in 
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village communities. The twin decisions of Venetie and Baker allowed the state to formally 

withdraw from the pretense of that intervention, and to mask it behind the type of “kinder, 

gentler” rhetoric employed by Governor Knowles and others. Informally, however, the state had 

retreated from the business of Native governance long before that. 

 This distinction between the messy “internal” business of everyday life—activity from 

which the state is more than content to turn a blind eye and even found a way to legally valorize 

doing so—and the “external” authority to levy taxes, independently develop resources, and 

potentially achieve real economic growth strikes at the very heart of what I call “captive 

inclusion.” I define captive inclusion as a type of decentralization in which a marginalized group 

is prevented by the state from achieving potentially threatening or competitive levels of 

economic independence because its marginalization itself becomes a pretext for ineffective self-

governance. Such a group is blocked from meaningful political and economic autonomy but 

tasked with responsibility for the transformational affairs of “internal domestic matters”—

matters that eventually become indistinguishable from self-governance. Under such conditions, 

the state effectively exits in the name of valorizing sovereignty and self-determination, and the 

underdeveloped polity is left to achieve impossible economic development in a parochial 

vacuum.  

 Under conditions of captive inclusion, as I show in the remainder of this study, assistance 

is only forthcoming from the state in times of significant crisis, an incentive that reinforces itself 

over time and creates its own kind of very specific social contract premised upon scarcity and 

distress. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

ASSIMILATION WITHOUT REPRESENTATION 
 
 
1.1. “The Native Problem” 
 
“Something is stalking the village people.”12 
 

The persistent underdevelopment and chronic socioeconomic marginalization of Alaska Natives 

is developmental gospel. For well over a century, elites have consistently sought to extend the 

benefits of political incorporation and economic expansion to Alaska Native communities, and 

have attempted to engineer new institutions to encourage social and economic development. In 

the second half of the twentieth century, these efforts explicitly sought to avoid the perils of 

dependency, segregation, and political radicalism of the continental U.S. reservation system.   

 Countless state and university studies, formal and informal commissions and working 

groups, and private and public pilot projects of all sizes have left a long trail of evidence that 

rural Alaskan communities may suffer from many things, but by no means do they suffer a lack 

of empowerment entrepreneurs, development cheerleaders, or passionate political advocates.  

 With few exceptions, however, such efforts to reform and incorporate have broadly failed. 

The stark divide between rural and urban Alaska remains as real as ever. Statewide, Alaskans 

enjoy the second-highest median income in the U.S., but the state’s wealth is separate and 

unequal. The income of Alaska Natives overall remains less than half that of non-Natives. That 

disparity is further aggravated by the extraordinarily high cost of living in rural communities, 

where a gallon of fuel and a gallon of milk each typically cost over ten dollars. Alaska Natives 

                                                
12 Weaver and Postman, “A People in Peril.” 
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are nearly three times more likely than other Alaskans to live below the poverty line. Nearly 

thirty percent of rural Alaskan homes don’t have sanitation systems. 13 

 In addition to economic inequality, Alaska Natives are far more likely than non-Natives to 

experience diminished social cohesion and community well-being. Natives comprise a third of 

the prison population, even as they represent less than a fifth of the total population. The state of 

Alaska has, by far, the highest rate of sexual assault in the nation, and Alaska Native women 

represent 61% of those (reported) crimes.14 Adverse Childhood Experience, or ACE, scores 

among Alaska Native children are between 20% and 60% higher than the national average—a 

measure that indicates high levels of “toxic stress” that can interfere with early brain 

development.15 Twenty-two percent of Alaska Native children experience post-traumatic stress 

disorder—the same rate as combat veterans returning from Iraq.16 The rate of fetal alcohol 

spectrum disorder is 5.6 per 1000 live births among Alaska Natives—28 times higher than the 

national average. The rate of suicide among Alaska Natives is five times higher than the national 

rate, with young people under 29 years old the most likely to take their own life.17 

 The relationship between all of these factors—poverty, family violence and childhood 

trauma, generational trauma, diminished mental and physical well-being, cultural disarray, 

leading to more poverty—has been described by various researchers as a “poverty trap” or 

                                                
13 See, for example, Leask et al., “The Status of Alaska Natives Report 2004.” 
 
14 Rosay, “Violence against American Indian and Alaska Native Women and Men: 2010 Findings from 
the National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey.” 
 
15 “Adverse Childhood Experiences: Overcoming ACEs in Alaska.” 
 
16 Dorgan et al., “Ending Violence So Children Can Thrive.” 
 
17 Yardley, “In Native Alaskan Villages, a Culture of Sorrow.” 
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“circle of disadvantage.”18 I will revisit those claims in a moment, but first it is important to note 

that Native communities in Alaska face another very serious threat—one that is often considered 

completely separate from those described above. That is, of course, the dramatic and inescapable 

impact of Arctic climate change.  

 

1.2 Climate Refugees and the New Face of Inequality 

 

In more recent years, the puzzle of lagging development in rural Alaska has evolved from a 

matter of political and academic concern into a potential human catastrophe as climate change 

has devastated hundreds of coastal Native villages and generated some of the world’s first 

“climate refugees.”19  Vanishing summer sea ice, gradual sea level rise, permafrost melt and 

erosion, and much stronger seasonal storms have all profoundly disrupted traditional food 

supplies and livelihoods, endangered and damaged homes and schools, and forced communities 

across the state to scramble for solutions and assistance. Thanks to potent feedback loops, the 

effects of climate change in the Arctic are well-documented to be between two and four times 

more rapid and extreme than the the global average.20 

 Since 2008, the state of Alaska and the U.S. government have officially considered nearly 

90% of the indigenous villages across the state “imminently threatened” by climate-driven 

erosion and flooding, and many communities face total relocation. Each winter, coastal villages 

in particular are battered by hurricane-strength storm systems twice the size of Texas. Decades 

                                                
18 Sachs, The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time; Kendall, “Circles of Disadvantage: 
Aboriginal Poverty and Underdevelopment in Canada.” 
 
19 Bronen, “Forced Migration of Alaskan Indigenous Communities Due to Climate Change.” 
 
20 “Melting Ice behind Arctic Warming”; Astill, “The Melting North.” 
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ago, when ocean temperatures were lower and permafrost was stable, these storms did limited 

damage to the shoreline. That is no longer the case. In a good year, a big storm floods the village, 

fouls the village’s water supply, forces children and elders to evacuate, and worsens erosion. In a 

bad year, a single storm can move the crumbling Bering Sea coastline 100 feet inland, and sweep 

anything standing in its path out to sea.  

 The residents and leaders of the most dramatically impacted villages have known for 

decades that they have to relocate their communities before they wash away. In the tiny 

community of Kivalina, they have been vigorously debating the issue for nearly thirty years. A 

large map on the wall of the city manager’s office marks potential relocation sites within a ten-

mile radius of the village. Decades of grant paperwork and various appeals line the office’s 

sagging shelves. The state estimates relocating Kivalina will cost well over $500,000 for each of 

its 350 or so residents. 

 In 1953, the last time Kivalina faced serious erosion, it moved to its current location with 

very little fanfare, and rebuilt sod homes with no assistance from the then-territorial Alaskan 

authorities. When the river forced the neighboring Yukon village of Newtok to higher ground in 

1950, villagers simply dismantled the church and dragged materials a few miles away by 

dogsled. But relocation is not as simple of a proposition as it was in 1953. Statehood ended the 

nomadic way of life for Native villages like Kivalina, Newtok, and Shishmaref, and imposed a 

new kind of “modern” permanence. A core condition of Alaska’s formal admission to the union 

in 1959 was demographic stability and transparency. Statebuilders transformed previously 

nomadic groups into permanent settlements with permanent structures like schools, post offices, 

and airstrips, and assigned them new institutions like legislative districts and markets. Stability 
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and transparency were essential to create—from scratch—effective systems of taxation, 

redistribution, participation, and representation across the vast, sparsely populated territory. 

 Even if an endangered community can agree on a new site—a difficult enough proposition 

on its own—logistically, it can’t just pick up and move FAA-regulated airstrips, official post 

offices, and state-funded schools. “We have become complicated with the rest of the world,” 

Nick Tom, Newtok’s former tribal administrator, told the Juneau Empire. “We can't even move 

an inch without any money.” Tony Weyiouanna, the village transportation manager in nearby 

Shishmaref, agrees: “Fifty years ago, we would not be asking for this help.”21 

 At the same time, it is not surprising that the state has not unilaterally intervened to move 

communities. Nor do most communities want it to do so. The last state-driven relocation of a 

Native community in Alaska, in 1959, still looms as a cautionary tale against state intervention. 

When the Bureau of Indian Affairs closed the school in King Island in 1959, villagers were 

forced to abandon the island—many quite unhappily—and resettle in nearby Nome, where the 

original language and culture of the King Island tribe were diluted and nearly vanished. 

Survivors of the King Island exodus—especially its artists—have contributed a great deal to the 

ongoing debate about the state’s role in village survival, including whether it should have one at 

all. 

 

1.3 Why? 

 

As the previous sections make clear, Native villages in Alaska are stuck. They face daunting 

social, cultural, and now also coastal erosion—but are seemingly trapped in a trap of 

                                                
21 Mitchell, City Manager Interview in Kivalina, Alaska; D’Oro, “Escalating Erosion an Unprecedented 
Crisis for Native Villages.” 
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underdevelopment that prevents them from thriving. The perennial “plight” of village Alaska is 

predictably manipulated by elites to generate much-deserved attention to inequality and 

vulnerability across Native Alaska, but that attention does not drive meaningful improvements in 

communities. The question, then, is why?  

 The central argument of this dissertation is that what exists in village Alaska—what 

effectively holds it back—is a set of formal and informal institutions I call “captive inclusion” 

that generate and incentivize chronic underdevelopment. But before I explain how captive 

inclusion developed, I want to first consider what we know about the puzzle of persistently 

underdeveloped “pockets” in otherwise developed countries and how they get that way. I also 

interrogate throughout whether there is not something distinct about a population remaining 

underdeveloped in spite of decades of state intervention that sets it apart from more typical cases 

of underdevelopment explored in the literature.  

 The following sections explore, in turn, a wide variety of structural/geographical 

explanations, cultural/ethnic explanations, and institutional explanations. Each of these 

paradigms contributes something critical to our understanding of the Alaskan dilemma, and form 

a piece of the foundation I will use to put forward the theory of captive inclusion. 

 

1.4 Structural dilemmas: A Land of Extremes 

 
“No! There’s the land. (Have you seen it?) It’s the cussedest land that I know.”—Robert 
Service22 
 

                                                
22 Service, The Spell of the Yukon. 
 



 

 15 

The most common explanation for chronic underdevelopment in rural Alaska is that it’s just too 

extreme. Too remote, too cold, too sparsely populated, too resource-poor (apart from all that oil 

in the ground.)23 Like all of these paradigms, there is some truth in these claims; after all, Alaska 

is forebodingly remote. Its climate and geography are daunting by any measure. Vast and mostly 

roadless, most rural Alaskan communities are cut off from urban centers by a dozen imposing 

mountain ranges, thousands of rivers, millions of lakes, some of the highest tides in the world, 

and volatile seismic activity that fuels hundreds of active volcanoes and is responsible for three 

of the top ten most massive earthquakes in history. Early visitors like Robert Service and Jack 

London fueled the popular imagination of rural Alaska as a wild and hostile place where one 

must battle against all odds for survival (and riches.) Larger than California, Texas, and Montana 

combined, the state also boasts nearly 50,000 miles of shoreline—far more than the entire rest of 

the U.S. combined, including Hawaii.  

 It is certainly helpful, then, to view the absence of robust economic institutions in rural 

Alaska at least in part through the lens of sheer structural impossibility. When the United States 

Census Office sent Ivan Petrof to survey the newly acquired federal territory in 1880, Petrof 

visited a few villages and then, utterly defeated by the distances required and impassable 

geography of the place, simply gave up and estimated the remaining numbers from the comfort 

of camp—most of which later proved wildly inaccurate.24  Petrof’s difficulties foreshadowed the 

difficulties of the would-be state-builders and other economic boosters I document in the 

                                                
23 Chowdhury, Geography against Development: A Case for Landlocked Developing Countries; Dinero, 
Mariotz, and Bhagat, “Bridging the Technology Gap: Building a Development Model for Rural Alaska”; 
Francis, “Geographic Factors as Retardants to the Development of Alaska’s Mineral Industries.” 
 
24 According to one author, “Petrof holds the distinction of probably telling more lies about Alaska that 
were believed for more years than any other person in history.” Pratt, “Historical Fact or Historical 
Fiction? Ivan Petroff’s 1891 Census of Nunivak Island, Southwestern Alaska.” (pp. 12-27) 
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following chapters. For many seeking their fortune throughout the centuries, Alaska has retained 

a kind of impenetrability by outside forces, a “remoteness in time and space.”25  Variants of this 

“curse of geography” argument have been applied to explain underdevelopment and even 

persistent authoritarianism elsewhere, most notably in Russia and in Africa.26 For these authors, 

developmental stagnation is a predictable outcome of too much territory and not enough people. 

 To be sure, rural Alaska, and particularly Arctic Alaska, is an extremely challenging 

candidate for successful development. Remote, roadless, and incredibly expensive, this is a 

region of the world that lacks readily extractable resources, tourism potential, and human 

capital—by some accounts, “economically nonnviable.”27 But not all remote, geography-

challenged populations share similar outcomes. Nor do many policy makers or would-be 

entrepreneurs share such developmental pessimism—quite the opposite. In 1957, before 

statehood, then-territorial-governor Ernest Gruening dismissed concerns about extreme 

geography or climate as “climythology,” and scoffed such things were only a problem if “we saw 

the future in terms of growing pineapples.”28 Climate and geography slowed down, but did not 

prevent, the construction of the Alaska-Canadian highway, which was conceived as a critical 

means of moving goods during WWII. Nor did they prevent the construction of military bases in 

some of the state’s most remote and logistically challenging areas, including its westernmost 

Aleutian island of Attu, which was captured and occupied by Japan in 1942. Daunting geography 

also did not prevent intense oil and gas exploration of the North Slope leading up to the 

                                                
25 Poe, The Russian Moment in World History. 
 
26 Herbst, “War and the State in Africa.” 
 
27 Berardi, “Natural Resource Policy, Unforgiving Geographies, and Persistent Poverty in Alaska Native 
Villages.” 
 
28 Stuhl, “The Politics of the ‘New North’: Putting History and Geography at Stake in Arctic Futures.”  
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discovery of Prudhoe Bay in 1968, or the construction of the 800-mile Trans-Alaska pipeline, 

which crosses three mountain ranges.  

 In addition to logistical critiques, claims linking geography and human capital go back at 

least as far as Montesquieu’s indictment of socially quiescent tropical populations.29  The 

“extreme north” variant of this argument includes the mechanism of diminished social capital: 

the cold weather limits social contact, communities become more isolated and atomized, and 

economic growth is impaired. Additionally, in rural Alaskan communities that rely on 

subsistence hunting and fishing, the warmer season claims most of the labor force either to 

traditional activities or to other short-term seasonal employment outside of the village. 

 Here too, however, the arguments do not hold up to reality. Various institutions have 

filled the human capital gap—most notably, the remarkable presence of the Alaska Native 

Corporations (ANCs), the creation and rise of which I will explore in Chapter Three. As 

shareholder-driven membership organizations, more than 200 village corporations and thirteen 

regional ANCs serve as a powerful link between village residents and increased access to 

regional and statewide employment, education, and other opportunities. 

 Human capital critiques are also rooted in outdated paradigms. New technology, 

particularly just in the last few years, is beginning to transform village life. Thanks primarily to 

ANC advocacy and a number of federal grants and initiatives, some remote villages in rural 

Alaska now have faster internet than anywhere else in the state. “Broadband is key to economic 

growth,” the governor’s office told the National Telecommunications and Information 

                                                
 
29 Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson, “Reversal of Fortune: Geography and Institutions in the Making of 
the Modern World Income Distribution.” pp. 1231-1294 
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Administration in 2009.30 Faster internet and better access have led to a surge of entrepreneurial 

activity across village Alaska, as residents have used it to market traditional arts and crafts, 

administer small businesses, launch ecotourism projects, and work remotely without having to 

commute to hub cities.  

 Whether increased connectivity will make a meaningful difference in village economies 

is something that remains to be seen, although there are reasons to be optimistic. A World Bank 

study found a 10% increase in broadband access is linked to a 1.38% increase in economic 

growth in low-and-middle income countries, which may or may not be a relevant comparison 

here—but the possibility certainly warrants more scholarly attention. 31  

 

1.5 “The Wretched of the North”: Cultural arguments and Historical Trauma 

 

“We are not in the mood to risk our future here.” — The People of Kaktovik 32  

 
Related to, but distinct from, the structural/geographical view of underdevelopment is the 

notion that a particular cultural ethos or ethnic identity specific to persistently undeveloped 

populations renders them somehow less interested in or suited to economic growth—contributing 

to what some scholars call a “culture of poverty.”33 This line of argument typically takes one of 

two primary approaches: one is that some kind of cultural objection to wealth accumulation is 

                                                
30 Force, “A Blueprint for Alaska’s Broadband Future.” 
 
31 Qiang, Rossotto, and Kimura, “Economic Impacts of Broadband.” 
 
32 The People of Kaktovik, Alaska, “In This Place: A Guide for Those Who Would Work in The Country 
of The Kaktovikmiut.” 
 
33 Wilson, The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass, and Public Policy; Oscar, “The 
Culture of Poverty.” 
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endogenous to the group and stems from their traditional institutions and values, and the other 

that social norms of disempowerment and “learned helplessness” have developed and emerged 

over time as a result of considerable cultural and generational trauma.34 I’ll explore each in turn. 

While they have largely fallen from academic favor, more classic cultural assessments of the 

“backwards” Native still loom large in the bureaucratic and academic imagination.35 Cultural 

claims specific to Alaska Natives argue that traditional values and institutions like subsistence 

and consensus-based decision making are at odds with meaningful growth and contribute to 

social and economic stagnation. While the Native Claims Settlement Act imposed a variety of 

“modern” rational-legal institutions in rural Alaska in 1971, some scholars and policy makers 

blame the failure of those institutions on a lack of cultural “fit” with the more traditional culture 

of the village. More successful villages and tribal governments, they argue, are those that 

adapted more readily to the new rules.36 Like other traditional societies moving through the 

stages of development, these authors claim community insularity, suspicion of outsiders, and 

lack of exposure to new ideas all contribute to persistent backwardness. 

This critique, too, falls short when confronted with evidence that makes clear there is no lack 

whatsoever of the “entrepreneurial spirit” in Native communities, nor is there any mythical 

absence of contact with the outside world preserving the old ways. In addition to the examples 

from the previous section, village elites have repeatedly shown themselves to be more than 

adaptable and very interested indeed in partnering with industry and bringing growth to their 

                                                
34 Erikson, Everything in Its Path; Erikson, “A New Species of Trouble”; Gaventa, Power and 
Powerlessness: Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian Valley. 
 
35 Harrison, Underdevelopment Is a State of Mind: The Latin American Case. 
 
36 Berger, Village Journey: The Report of the Alaska Native Review Commission; Berardi, “Natural 
Resource Policy, Unforgiving Geographies, and Persistent Poverty in Alaska Native Villages.” 
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communities. Indeed, their willingness to do so has been a point of significant contention with 

the state—a dynamic exemplified by the village of Venetie’s oil and gas lease to “outside” (non-

Alaskan) agents.   

Another case worth highlighting here is that of Kaktovik, a village that in 1998 published an 

extraordinary manifesto titled “In This Place,” a set of rules and regulations for visiting or 

otherwise doing business in “the sovereign country of Kaktovik.” A village of about 300, 

Kaktovik’s boundaries overlap those of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, and the document 

emphasizes again and again the village’s willingness to work with industry (and the danger posed 

by over-zealous conservation groups.) 

Our experience suggests we be far more concerned about the effects of arrogant 
government and about the lust for our lands and waters by those who advocate making 
this place a wilderness than we be concerned about the oil industry itself, which so far 
has been reasonably respectful of us and our interests. 

We lñupiat are an innovative, positive, and constructive people. We have long been 
accepting of things coming into our country. We have had some losses, but mostly we 
have benefited from many of these interactions. We believe we can manage and benefit 
from this. But oil development is a large and potentially dangerous thing. We are not in 
the mood to risk our future here. And we have no other future. So we must be adamant.37  

In addition to historic partnerships around a variety of resource development projects, 

which have been present in Native communities since prior to statehood (some of which will be 

explored in subsequent chapters), renewable energy in rural Alaska has also been a site of 

increased collaboration in recent years. While many cultural critiques of traditionalism in Alaska 

Native communities emphasize Iñupiat values as particularly anti-development, it was in fact the 

largest Iñupiat Native corporation, NANA, that pursued the first major renewable energy project 

in the state—constructing ten wind turbines in 1997 to supplement power in the city of 

                                                
37 The People of Kaktovik, Alaska, “In This Place: A Guide for Those Who Would Work in The Country 
of The Kaktovikmiut.” 
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Kotzebue.  More recently, Cook Inlet Region Inc (CIRI), a regional Native corporation in south-

central Alaska, entered into a 25-year purchase agreement with Chugach Electric in 2012 to 

develop a wind farm on Fire Island near downtown Anchorage. That project currently operates 

just 33 turbines (more are planned) but already provides enough power for about 6% of 

Anchorage’s population, particularly in the winter when it is most needed.38  Renewable projects 

abound across hub villages like Kotzebue and Nome, and increasingly reach into the villages as 

well. It is clear there is nothing inherently anti-development or isolationist in the cultural values 

of Kaktovik, NANA, or CIRI shareholders—quite the contrary.39  

 A more relevant and nuanced version of the cultural argument is a growing literature that 

claims historical trauma—defined as a “cumulative emotional and psychological wounding”—

and the subsequent loss of culture and community well-being is the underlying condition driving 

both social and economic outcomes in Native communities.40 In Native populations, this theory 

                                                
38 “CIRI moving forward with Fire Island wind project.” 
 
39 While this dissertation does not fully explore comparisons with Canadian aboriginal populations, it is 
also worth noting here that cultural arguments have also been extensively employed to explain persistent 
poverty in the Canadian Arctic, and met with similar critiques. In Saskatchewan, ambitious efforts to 
dramatically increase renewable energy technologies (50% renewable energy by 2030) have also given 
rise to extensive partnerships with First Nations groups, and indigenous communities have embraced the 
opportunity through both land deals and employment contracts. SaskPower just signed a 10-year 
exclusive contract with the First Nations Power Authority, a nonprofit devoted to increasing Aboriginal-
led business opportunities in the renewable energy sector. 
 
40See “Healing the American Indian Soul Wound” in Danieli, International Handbook of 
Multigenerational Legacies of Trauma; Heart and Horse, “Wakiksuyapi: Carrying the Historical Trauma 
of the Lakota.” Danieli, International Handbook of Multigenerational Legacies of Trauma; Heart and 
Horse, “Wakiksuyapi: Carrying the Historical Trauma of the Lakota.” 
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classically holds that the process involves very specific stages unique to indigenous assimilation, 

each of which does apply to Native villages in Alaska to some degree.41  

 While the process and historical markers are obviously different, part of what makes 

historical trauma arguments particularly compelling is that the outcomes in non-Native 

populations of historical trauma are very similar. Sociologist Kai Erikson, in his seminal 

investigation of several Appalachian coal mining communities that were devastated by a massive 

flood, argues the subsequent loss of connection generated the same type of “learned 

helplessness” and poor social outcomes—a “gradual slide into passivity and dependency.”42 For 

Erikson, culture still does matter—and so does contingency. It is the particular “fit” between 

existing cultural repertoires of resilience and the nature of the trauma that transforms, for 

example, the fragile stoicism of Buffalo Creek residents into something more like learned 

helplessness. “Many people simply went slack in behavior and thought, responding to the mess 

around them by slouching down into it themselves,” he writes. “Their spirits began to go limp as 

they yielded to the inevitable.”43 Other researchers in Appalachian communities have similar 

                                                
41 These stages as described by Heart and Horse are as follows: 1) First Contact – including the impact of 
shock, such as genocide and the limited time for grief, followed by the colonization period which led to 
the introduction of alcohol and disease in tribal communications. 2) Economic competition – leading to 
the loss of physical and spiritual sustenance. 3) Invasion – again leading to death and communities forced 
to become refugees. 4) Reservation Period – here communities were confined or relocated, losing all 
sense of security and forced to depend on their oppressor.  5) Boarding School Period – destruction of 
family systems leading to beatings and the prohibition of the use of native religion and language. 6) 
Forced relocation – where tribal communities faced racism and lost their identity.   
 
42 Erikson, Everything in Its Path, 108. 
 
43 76. 
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narratives describing the legacy of acute and chronic traumas, as do, increasingly, researchers in 

other persistently underdeveloped areas of the U.S.44 

 Closely tied to “learned helplessness” is the notion of moral capital, a substitute social 

currency in impoverished communities used to signal relative social standing.45 According to this 

theory, “perceptions of individuals’ moral worth are often based on their coping behavior. … For 

those whose coping strategies are not morally adequate according to local norms, the result is 

often not only diminished self-respect, but also community-level censure that further affects their 

quality of life and chances for eventually escaping poverty.”46 This is worth noting here because, 

in my view, these three factors—historical trauma, learned helplessness, and moral capital—

comprise a feedback loop that elevates resilience as the highest virtue. This process effectively 

transforms trauma into a key social resource—community value and identity become inexorably  

linked to enduring adversity—and therefore makes the dynamic of captive inclusion much more 

likely. I explore this process in much more detail in Chapter Four.  

1.6 Dependent Development and State Exit 

 
“Poverty is a business.” —Chris Hedges 

 

                                                
44 Gaventa, Power and Powerlessness: Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian Valley; Vance, 
Hillbilly Elegy; Sherman, Those Who Work, Those Who Don’t: Poverty, Morality, and Family in Rural 
America; Reding, Methland: The Death and Life of an American Small Town. 
 
45 Sherman, Those Who Work, Those Who Don’t: Poverty, Morality, and Family in Rural America; 
Sherman, “‘Not Allowed to Inherit My Kingdom’: Amenity Development and Social Inequality in the 
Rural West”; Lamont, “Meaning-Making in Cultural Sociology: Broadening Our Agenda.” 
 
46 Sherman, Those Who Work, Those Who Don’t: Poverty, Morality, and Family in Rural America. 
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Historical trauma and something like learned helplessness, while important pieces of the 

Alaskan story, only get us so far in most accounts. For one thing, the state is largely absent from 

most such analyses, or at a minimum dramatically oversimplified. The following set of 

arguments, loosely grouped under dependency theory and its intellectual successors, weave 

between earlier literatures and those still to come, linking culture to institutions and giving the 

state a more dynamic responsibility for the levels of underdevelopment and inequality we see 

throughout rural Alaska. In general, I believe the “historical trauma” argument—the idea that an 

invading, dominating culture destroyed indigenous culture and gutted Native resilience and 

capacity—is quite compatible with the post-modernization school of thought that led to 

dependency theory, as well as its more recent, angry interpretation, a quasi-Marxist, anti-state 

literature I call devastation theory. 

In Dependency Theory 1.0, rather than blaming “backwards” institutions or “traditional” 

cultural values, some critics of classic modernization theory argued there are no systematic 

internal barriers to successful development, only systems of predation and extraction that prevent 

poorer countries from achieving economic growth.47 This “center-periphery” paradigm, which 

held that development could only happen in the shadow of and responsive to the needs of the 

center, formed the foundation for Dependency Theory 2.0: more forceful critiques of unbalanced 

center/periphery relations, and particularly narratives of “white flight” from urban centers and 

internal colonialism, as well as the emergence of the environmental justice and political ecology 

literatures.48 

                                                
47 Gunder-Frank, Latin America: Underdevelopment and Revolution; Cardoso and Faletto, Dependency 
and Development in Latin America (Dependencia y Desarrollo En América Latina, Engl.). 
 
48 Oliver-Smith, “Theorizing Vulnerability in a Globalized World: A Political Ecological Perspective”; 
Bankoff, “Time Is of the Essence: Disasters, Vulnerability and History”; Robbins, Political Ecology: A 
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 In studies of North American indigenous groups, First Nations in Canada are very 

frequently referred to as “internal colonies,” as are American Indian reservations. “It is certainly 

not an invidious comparison to characterize the Aboriginal population in Canada as a landless 

proletariat, hemmed in economically, socially, and politically by the institutions of the larger 

Euro-Canadian society,” writes one author. “A dependency position between the two was 

practically inevitable.”49  

 The paradigm of internal colonialism is less frequently used with respect to Alaska 

Native groups, with some notable exceptions. Cherokee author Gary Anders points to the Alaska 

Native Claims Settlement Act as the institutionalization of dependency in indigenous Alaska—a 

“colony within a colony,” as he puts it.50 Anders argues that ANCSA gave rise to a new Native 

(mostly urban) elite, further impoverishing villages, and that as a resource-dependent region, 

wealth automatically flows out of Anchorage toward the “real” core in the continental U.S.—a 

process that leaves Alaska Native villages at the very end of the line. 

 I certainly do not disagree with Anders on this point. I do think, however, his view of 

things—like most dependency theory—is quite incomplete, and cannot account for the failure of 

a doggedly developmental state (as Alaska has been) nor, much more importantly in my view, 

does it illuminate or contribute to our understanding of the strategic leverage of vulnerability 

among village elites that contributes to captive inclusion. I will return to both critiques in the 

next section. 

                                                
European World-Economy in the Sixteenth Century.; Bankoff, Cultures of Disaster: Society and Natural 
Hazard in the Philippines. 
 
49 Hedican, Applied Anthropology in Canada: Understanding Aboriginal Issues; Hedican, Ipperwash: 
The Tragic Failure of Canada’s Aboriginal Policy. 
 
50 Anders, “The Role of Alaska Native Corporations in the Development of Alaska”; Anders, “Oil, 
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 Dependency theory has enjoyed a renaissance of sorts in the wake of the global financial 

crisis, as several authors have repurposed it to level even more scathing indictments of the 

(corporatized, profit-driven) state as the reason certain populations experience persistent, even 

criminal, levels of poverty and malaise. Chris Hedges calls these communities “sacrifice zones.” 

They have been, in his view, effectively plundered to death: the corporate state has extracted all 

it can and has left desperate populations in its wake. These places aren’t just conveniently 

underdeveloped—they fester by design, completely beyond the reach of the state. The cases 

Hedges highlights to make his point include the Pine Ridge American Indian Reservation in 

South Dakota, Haitian immigrants working under horrific conditions in Florida, the “internal 

colony” of downtown Camden, and coal-devastated West Virginia. Throughout Hedges’ work, 

residents repeatedly use abandonment language to describe their predicament: the state has 

forgotten and forsaken them. For Hedges, these are cautionary tales to remind us that we are all 

spiraling toward a similar fate as the corporate state endlessly expands.51  

 Again, I do not entirely disagree with this perspective. Corporate extraction backed by 

the power of the state can indeed and very often does have devastating social, economic, and 

environmental consequences—in the U.S. and around the world. And one could certainly make a 

case that this is also the story of Alaska Natives: by many accounts, the land deal in the Alaska 

Native Claims Settlement Act was a very bad one for indigenous Alaskans indeed. The amount 

of land Native groups gave up was truly staggering. In 1971, before the Act, Alaska Natives held 

aboriginal title to most of the state’s land—over three hundred million acres. When the Act was 

signed, overnight they owned less than an eighth of that, and were compensated with about three 

dollars per acre for the land they gave up. The shape of land allocation in ANCSA was driven, 
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quite explicitly, by the state’s desire to develop the Prudhoe Bay oil field and build a pipeline to 

get oil to market as quickly and cheaply as possible. As I describe in Chapter Three, land 

negotiations revolved exclusively around the pipeline as an urgent priority. Had Native groups 

refused the deal ANCSA offered, they risked a far worse deal—half of what they received, or 

less.52 It was “the most generous settlement ever granted by a government to a relatively 

powerless minority,” according to one member of Congress at the time.53  

 By Hedges’ logic, the state got what it wanted, paid almost nothing for it, and 

subsequently abandoned populations that were not large enough, organized enough, or 

financially equipped to fight back. That is, indeed, part of the story, but it is not the full story. It 

is a narrative that casts Alaska Natives as helpless victims of craven corporate extraction, not as 

key players with their own specific interests and objectives. Specifically, this narrative misses 

completely their interest in getting the state out and forging a new kind of sovereignty—not the 

failed federal reservation model or the autonomously assimilated model arguably envisioned by 

ANCSA, but a specifically Alaskan variety of tribal sovereignty that strategically leverages both 

federal and state institutions to preserve cultural and community stability and cohesion. As I 

argue throughout the remainder of this study, it is the unintended consequences of that 

sovereignty strategy combined with state exit that have truly shaped contemporary rural Alaska.  

 

                                                
52 As one account written by a VISTA volunteer working in rural Alaska at the time reads: “When the 
Alaska Native Claims Act was passed, my parents wrote me from home asking if I would be coming back 
early now that all of the Eskimos were going to be millionaires! Well, I don’t exactly see it that way… 
For example, my father is a member of a conservation group which is opposed to the building of the oil 
pipeline. He doesn’t realize that for the Alaska natives to oppose the pipeline, which they probably would 
if they had a free choice, they would lose one-half their settlement. Divide and conquer still seems to be a 
good colonial strategy.” “Letters to Howard,” Alaskool Archives. 
 
53 Berardi, “Natural Resource Policy, Unforgiving Geographies, and Persistent Poverty in Alaska Native 
Villages.” 
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1.7 The Inclusion Trap 

 

“This process used to be called termination, but now they sometimes call it self-
determination.”54 
 
“Something must be done; anything must be done, whether it works or not.”55  
 

Hedges’ analysis of “sacrifice zones,” while important to my own argument, suggests two 

significant critiques. The first is that his narratives are premised on complete state abandonment. 

There is no clear and consistent commitment of development by the state in any of his accounts. 

Certainly not well over a century of it, as there is in Alaska. If in fact Alaska Native village 

residents constitute the same kind of population described by Hedges, we have to explain how 

state neglect can paradoxically coexist with a history of very active developmental intervention.  

Secondly, the sacrificed populations themselves are, according to this view, cast as one-

dimensional victims whose only potential strategy is resistance. Resistance was indeed a critical 

strategy employed by many Native groups throughout early development schemes, as we will 

see. What Hedges does not explore, however, is how the ideology and strategic interests of 

oppressed populations can and do evolve over time in dynamic response to changing signals 

from the state. Most critically, I argue, a significant history of failed development schemes very 

much contributes to a strong desire for state exit among such populations. When that desire 

meets with a state that has likewise exhausted its capacity for developmental enthusiasm, a result 
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resembling contemporary rural Alaska—the dynamic I call “captive inclusion” becomes much 

more likely. In the remainder of this dissertation, I explore both roads leading to captive 

inclusion: the state’s journey from zealous, transformative development schemes to 

developmental fatigue and disenchantment, as well as Native leaders’ path from collaboration to 

skepticism and finally a “dependent separatism” that prioritizes community cohesion and 

skillfully leverages claims of both vulnerability and entitlement. 

In order for captive inclusion as I have defined it to emerge and institutionalize over time, I 

argue both paths must be present and specific choices must be made at critical junctures along 

the way.  I do not mean to suggest that other groups subject to a captive inclusion dynamic have 

necessarily followed each step in Alaska’s history precisely—obviously that is impossible. But I 

do claim that in general terms their political incorporation has faced similar trajectories and 

similar outcomes.56 In the final chapter, I explore several other contexts and cases that shed 

additional light on what variables are necessary for captive inclusion, and show how it is very 

possible for similarly situated groups on similar paths to evolve different “citizenship regimes” 

that subsequently structure different decentralization arrangements entirely—as well as groups 

quite unlike Alaska to find themselves in a developmental equilibrium that functions as captive 

inclusion even without replicating the Alaskan experience precisely. 

 Briefly, the conditions and stages necessary for the emergence of captive inclusion are as 

follows.  

 1) The process begins with the assessment by the state of a distinct, unincorporated group 

as a cohesive social and political entity. In the Alaskan case, the state struggled over quite a long 

period to identify what constituted “Alaska Native” as a political category—a category that, at 
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least initially, most Alaska Natives themselves did not claim as their own. This assessment is the 

subject of Chapter Two, as I show how state engagement with Alaska Natives evolved during a 

period from early efforts to “civilize” Native groups through statehood. 

 At this stage, both the state and the unincorporated group face a fork in the road. In order 

for assessment to continue on the path to captive inclusion, I argue two things must happen. 

First, the assessment process has to result in developmental failures that cost the state more than 

it bargained for—resulting in a kind of state disenchantment. Whether this is because the 

prospect of meaningful long-term resource extraction look dim, or environmental or cultural 

barriers prevent the state from experiencing developmental success, there is a level of essential 

disenchantment here that tempers developmental enthusiasm and reduces state capacity to 

initiate transformative projects. To use Jim Scott’s phrasing from “Seeing Like a State,” the 

state’s efforts to make an inscrutable population more “legible” meet with failure.57  

  At the same time, the group in question must experience significant social and cultural 

dislocation as a result of these developmental efforts. This dislocation contributes to an increased 

skepticism of or even hostility toward state-driven developmental schemes and outside interests 

in general, and provides grist for the mill of a “symbolic” or “moral” capital process that 

eventually shifts the developmental lens from economic to moral transformation.  

 In Chapter Two, I explore three especially critical developmental schemes that contributed 

to progressive developmental disenchantment and anti-state sentiment in what was then the 

Alaska territory: the missionary Sheldon Jackson’s ill-fated reindeer herding scheme in western 

Alaska; “Project Chariot”—Edward Teller’s plan to blow an artificial port into the Chukchi Sea 

                                                
57 Scott, Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed. 
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with an H-bomb; and finally the Rampart Dam—a disastrous plan to produce twice the 

electricity of the Tennessee Valley Authority in interior Alaska.58 

 2) Following a history of unsuccessful developmental intervention, the next stage—

adaptation—is a negotiation between the “problem” population and the state that attempts to 

adapt to and recover from the developmental failures and resulting cultural dislocation. This 

process of cultural and institutional adjustment is the subject of Chapter Three. I argue that in 

order to contribute to the eventual emergence of captive inclusion that we see across indigenous 

Alaska today, the adaptation process ultimately must result in a clear division between informal 

and formal governance, where communities govern their everyday affairs semi-autonomously 

and the state largely turns a blind eye.    

 This is, essentially, a form of state exit that leaves communities responsible for their 

“internal” affairs while still nominally subject to state oversight. I show that this arrangement 

valorizes self-determination and independence in communities that actively seek those things 

even as it withholds state resources and forbids communities from engaging in economic activity 

that could be construed as competitive with or otherwise damaging to the state. This leaves 

communities in persistent economic stagnation, under the morally righteous banner of self-

determination.  

 Adaptation in the Alaskan case took place primarily across three major adjustments, which 

I investigate more thoroughly in Chapter Three. These adjustments were, in turn, political, 

cultural, and legal. The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971 was a first attempt to 

                                                
58 It’s worth noting here that Scott actually says in his introduction to “Seeing Like a State” that he 
considered a chapter on the TVA for inclusion in the book—the granddaddy of developmental schemes—
but ultimately had to cut it for length. This is interesting because it would be his only case under a 
democratic regime, even though he argues authoritarianism is necessary. As my cases are all in a 
democratic context, I hope to contribute in some small part to that discussion. 
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devolve more internal authority to Native communities through the vehicle of the untested 

Native Corporation model. Fifteen years later, the failure of those corporations largely convinced 

urban, non-Native elites that Native communities could not be trusted to manage their own social 

or economic affairs. At the same time, the rise of American Indian radicalism and separatism on 

reservations in the lower 48 states both alarmed Juneau and emboldened Native leaders, who 

blamed ANCSA’s failures on the same developmental hubris that had doomed earlier efforts to 

transform Native lives and identities.59 By the early 1990s, a full-fledged secessionist movement 

was underway. “Eighty-five percent of the state’s revenues come from our land, and we don’t get 

anything,” one Native leader explained. “The state blocks everything we want to do.” 60 When 

the village of Venetie set its taxation case into motion, the tide turned decisively among Native 

elites away from ANCSA (and legislative solutions) and toward pursuing sovereign status 

through the courts, especially federal courts, which were seen as more sympathetic.61 

 3) The third stage of social relations resulting in a dynamic of captive inclusion is 

stagnation. This phase signals a shift of the developmental frame from economic to identity-

based. Most significantly, it involves the emergence and recognition of what other authors have 

identified as moral capital.62 Jennifer Sherman describes moral capital as a set of understandings 

                                                
59 A note on terminology, here and throughout: While there is continuous debate on the subject, I follow 
general convention in the Alaska Native and American Indian communities by using the preferred terms 
to describe both groups. As Russell Means writes: “the American Indian is the only ethnic group in the 
United States with the American before our ethnicity.” With occasional (noted) exceptions, I use the 
terms “Alaska Native,” “rural Alaska,” and “village Alaska” somewhat interchangeably; all imply a 
predominantly Alaska Native population. 
 
60 Zellen, Breaking the Ice: From Land Claims to Tribal Sovereignty in the Arctic, 60. 
 
61 Mitchell, “Alaska v. Native Village of Venetie: Statutory Construction or Judicial Usurpation—Why 
History Counts.” 
 
62 Lamont, “Meaning-Making in Cultural Sociology: Broadening Our Agenda”; Sherman, Those Who 
Work, Those Who Don’t: Poverty, Morality, and Family in Rural America. 
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and discourses around economic survival, traditional roles, and values that is employed between 

members of disadvantaged communities to signal relative status. I argue that the cultural and 

historical context in rural Alaska contributed to a form of moral capital located specifically 

around historical trauma—indeed, the very same historical trauma inflicted upon those 

communities by the state. In Chapter Four, I show how moral capital emerged in Alaska Native 

communities behind narratives of historical trauma coupled with the failure of ANCSA’s grand 

promises.   

 Finally, I demonstrate through comparative analysis with other indigenous populations in 

the U.S. and Latin America (and even within Alaska itself) that captive inclusion was by no 

means preordained. In Alaska, it was a contingent and path-dependent process that emerged from 

ambitious developmental schemes gone awry as well as the ways in which both the state and 

Alaska Natives adjusted to and compensated for those failures over time. The resulting dynamic 

is one that serves a variety of elite interests in Native communities and outside of them while 

holding villages in developmental stagnation and, tragically, rendering them far less equipped to 

adapt successfully to the climate crisis. 

 Since the earliest days of the Russian fur trade, the “Native Problem” in Alaska has never 

been just a question of social or economic inequality, or even persistent poverty. There is 

something more vivid and tragically moralistic about it. It is not just a problem, but a Problem To 

Be Solved; a political cause that invites champions and, to borrow from William Easterly, “Big 

Plans and Beautiful Goals.” But not every disadvantaged community becomes the target of 

moralistic Big Planners, let alone remains that way for over a century.  This dissertation attempts 

to shed some light on that process.  
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While the conditions for the emergence of captive inclusion as I describe it in Alaska are 

historically quite specific and contingent, it is only one of many possible varieties of state retreat 

vis-a-vis so-called vulnerable groups. But I do not believe the dynamics are entirely dissimilar 

among them. The rapidly intensifying consequences of climate change and its well-documented 

disproportionate effects on “vulnerable” populations mean that sustained investigation of those 

additional forms of state exit is more relevant and urgent than ever—in Alaska, in Nunavut, in 

Bangladesh, in Boston, and well beyond. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

IN SEARCH OF A STARK UTOPIA: 1876-1967 

 
2.1 Mekoryuk Revisited 

“We cannot haul a spluttering society up from the river for a second try. Alaska, it has been 
said, may well be the last chance to do things right the first time.” —Jay Hammond 63 

 
In the summer of 2017, construction of a reindeer slaughterhouse and processing plant began 

in the Native village of Mekoryuk, a remote community of about 200 people on Nunivak Island 

in the Bering Sea some thirty miles from the Yukon delta. From its inception, supporters 

effusively praised the $2 million, federally-funded slaughterhouse project as a long-awaited 

golden ticket for Mekoryuk. According to its many boosters, the reindeer venture will bring 

much-needed jobs, economic stability, and—most critically—a lasting source of social and 

economic resilience to the community after decades of decline. Mekoryuk, like most Alaska 

Native villages, is a subsistence-based hybrid economy, and averages an unemployment rate of 

about 30%.64  

The new slaughterhouse, however, is not the community’s first reindeer venture. Nor are 

reindeer even indigenous to the region. Indeed, this most recent iteration of reindeer-driven 

economic development and its anticipated translation into social and economic “resilience” is 

only possible because missionaries and, later, other development enthusiasts introduced a 

Siberian herd and the entire concept of domestic reindeer herding to Nunivak Island a little over 

century ago.  

                                                
63 Hammond, “Presentation by Governor Jay Hammond.” 
 
64 Caldwell, “Mekoryuk Wants to Sell Reindeer Meat around the State.” 
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Framed and legitimized by remarkably familiar language and identical social and economic 

expectations, that early attempt to commodify reindeer and invent an entire industry around them 

in the Bering Straits region was a spectacular failure that ended in repeated episodes of federal 

intervention, including a Reindeer Committee, Reindeer Hearings, and finally a Reindeer Act. By 

the time the Reindeer Act introduced tighter regulation and formally restored full herd ownership 

to Alaska Natives, reindeer had evolved from a supplementary subsistence food source in Native 

communities into an ambitious industrial commodity controlled by white settlers who exported 

meat to cities across the continental U.S. and paraded the animals (and their “authentic Eskimo” 

handlers) next to Santa Claus at Macy’s.  

This chapter explores the first stage toward what I described in the introduction as “captive 

inclusion.” It encompasses a period of time I have called “assessment”—the state’s imposition of 

market-driven institutions and its efforts to formally include and transform what it meant to be 

Alaska Native in that process. It covers the years following the transfer of the Alaskan territory 

and its indigenous populations from Russian to U.S. control—a period that begins with the 

arrival of early Christian missionaries, moves through the Klondike and Nome Gold Rushes and 

influenza epidemic, reveals Alaska’s uniquely strategic role in both WWII and the Cold War, and 

concludes with the territory’s bid for and early years of statehood before discovering oil—

approximately 1876-1967. I trace the three most notorious and significant developmental 

schemes during that time that aimed to transform Native Alaskans culturally, economically, and 

politically, and to remake them as full-fledged Americans with all the assumptions, privileges, 

and responsibilities of market-driven citizenship.  

The missionary-led reindeer scheme was the first and most far-reaching developmental effort 

intended to improve the condition of Alaska Natives. It was also the first to collapse under the 
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weight of its own grandiosity and hubris. Its failure, like the other developmental schemes and 

subsequent failures documented in this chapter, would come to be seen by Alaska Natives as a 

pattern of misguided and treacherous state intervention that contributed to distrust of “outside” 

interests and actors unfamiliar with local needs or interests. This pattern would shape significant 

rising anti-state sentiment as well as, critically, a cohesive “Native” political identity among 

otherwise quite disparate and even antagonistic Native groups later in the twentieth century, with 

long-reaching effects documented in the following chapters. 

Developmental ventures like the reindeer scheme sought, above all, to make rural Alaska 

“legible,” to borrow a term from James Scott.65 Legibility, for Scott, is simply the process of 

imposing bureaucratic order on an unknown population as a fundamental step toward 

constructing and extending citizenship, including its particular logic of exclusion. At the dawn of 

the assessment era in the late 19th century, Alaska Native groups with few exceptions were 

extremely illegible, and the projects I document here were each an effort to change that by, 

essentially, remaking Native life in a more familiar form. These projects each attempted to 

commodify land, labor, time, and capital in places that had never been exposed to anything like a 

market economy, and to ensure Alaska Natives’ transition to modern “American” life through 

assimilationist incorporation. While each of these three legibility projects was spearheaded by 

different actors and under different conditions across culturally and geographically distinct 

indigenous groups, and vary in their scope and technologies, they shared the same overall 

                                                
65 Scott, Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed. 
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transformational goals and the same rapid “shock therapy” timeline that Karl Polanyi and others 

indict as especially alienating and socially destructive in traditional societies.66 

In the late 19th and early 20th century, in northwestern Alaska, missionaries imported 

Siberian reindeer to, ostensibly, address immediate problems of food scarcity in Inupiat and 

Yup’ik villages. More than just a potential food source, however, the reindeer project was soon 

envisioned as an entire industry that would bring Alaska Natives self-sufficiency, progress, and 

prosperity. Those promises gave way, in the context of first the Klondike and then the Nome 

Gold Rush, to the imposition of an artificial, race-based class structure and eventual non-Native 

control of the very reindeer that had once promised wealth and liberation. The ultimate disaster 

of the reindeer scheme served as an early reality check on the state’s developmental ambition in 

rural Alaska as well as set the stage for a certain amount of anti-state sentiment throughout 

Native communities that would be captured, mobilized, and repurposed by later events. 

In the mid-1950s, Edward Teller and his colleagues sought to demonstrate the peaceful 

application of nuclear weapons through unproven geoengineering projects. The first attempt to 

do so was “Project Chariot” on Cape Thompson, where Teller intended to create an artificial 

harbor “in the shape of a polar bear if desired” with a series of chained hydrogen bomb 

detonations. As the extent of the potential damage of radiation in nearby communities became 

clear, Project Chariot sowed the seeds of its own defeat by mobilizing unprecedented collective 

action and resistance among the Inupiat population and providing a precedent for land rights that 

would have far-reaching effects once the construction of the pipeline put indigenous land claims 

in the spotlight. 

                                                
66 Polanyi, Karl, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time; Hanson, 
“The Utopia of Market Society in the Post-Soviet Context”; Klein, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of 
Disaster Capitalism. 
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Finally, in the early 1960s in the interior region of the state, statebuilders devised a scheme to 

develop an enormous dam in the Yukon that would inundate and forcibly relocate dozens of 

“miserable” Native villages. The plan drew JFK’s glowing endorsement and was anticipated to 

provide twice the power of the Grand Coulee, but it too met with defeat thanks to an alliance of 

growing Alaska Native resistance around land rights and national conservation interests.  

Together, these interventions contributed to the evolution of a collective “Native Alaskan” 

identity and institutions that arose directly in resistance to misguided and even malevolent 

socioeconomic transformation from above. Indeed, this chapter argues that without these 

developmental efforts and their subsequent failures, the collective identity we know and 

recognize today as “Alaska Native” would not exist in the same way, if at all. These three grand-

scale, state-driven, high-modern disasters across space and time inadvertently bridged cultural 

and historical differences among indigenous groups by highlighting their common interest in 

land rights and self-determination. Inter-group distrust and even histories of violent conflict were 

subverted to the greater enemy represented by an interventionist state that purportedly sought to 

improve their lives.  

These experiences of shared trauma and skepticism toward outside authority would coalesce 

by the 1970s in the struggle over competing land claims in the shadow of Big Oil—the details of 

which I discuss in the following chapter. But assessment of Alaska Natives as Alaska Natives—

internally within the indigenous communities and outside of them—was a process that began 

with the perhaps well-intended (although that is debatable) and certainly ill-fated market 

interventions discussed in the following pages. 
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2.2 Trojan Reindeer and Starving Eskimos 67 

 
“We feel the need of a more civilized mode of life for these Eskimo, and these deer seem our only 
hope.”68 
 
“The raising of deer is now known to be a business of sufficient profit to induce white men to go 
into it, and the whole matter should have been so managed that this could not be brought about 
until such time as all the natives were provided for.”69 
 
 

In 1877, a minister and missionary named Sheldon Jackson made his way north to Skagway. 

Jackson, who had been deemed too frail to properly whip resistant students at the Choctaw 

Reservation mission in Oklahoma, had turned his “peppery Puritanism” instead to the 

administrative side of missionary work, eventually advancing to Rocky Mountain Superintendent 

of Missions. He saw enormous opportunity and potential in the new territory, and believed he 

had been divinely called to pursue it. Once in Alaska, however, he realized the sheer scale and 

inaccessibility of most of the state would require resources far greater than those provided by the 

                                                
67 A note on terminology: there are two main groups of Arctic peoples in Alaska, Yup'ik and Inupiat. 
Unlike Canada, where “Eskimo” is considered offensive and “Inuit” is preferred, “Inuit” as a general term 
in Alaska is actually the more offensive term, as it excludes Yup'ik and other indigenous peoples. For that 
reason I refer when possible to specific cultural names. In the case of the reindeer project both Yup'ik and 
Inupiat groups were involved, although more so Inupiat, especially in the early years. I generally prefer 
use of the term “Alaska Native” to “Eskimo” when speaking broadly about Arctic peoples, however, it is 
important to note that broadly speaking in Alaska “Eskimo” does not carry the same degree of offense it 
does elsewhere, particularly in Canada, and is commonly used by Alaskan Arctic peoples to refer to 
themselves. All that said, here I am using “starving Eskimos” as Jackson’s own phrase.  
 
68 Jackson, Report on Introduction of Domestic Reindeer into Alaska. The report goes on to claim: “The 
people are in distress, a condition which nothing but the reindeer can help them out of, and in the near 
future they will learn to esteem the leaders in this great work.” 
 
69 Churchill, Report on the Condition of the Educational and School Service and the Management of 
Reindeer Service in the District of Alaska, 1906, 37. 
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church: he needed federal money to bring schools to more remote areas. Thanks mostly to 

Jackson’s lobbying efforts, the Organic Act of 1884 established a civil government and 

something resembling rule of law in the territory. “[Alaska Natives] ask no favors from the 

American government,” the minister wrote in support of Act’s authorization of Native schools. 

“[Only] simply to be treated as other citizens, protected by laws and courts, and…furnished with 

schools for their children.”70 Once empowered with the authority to do so, Jackson more or less 

appointed himself the new General Agent of Education, and set about establishing a large 

number of English-only schools, churches, and community centers around the state. 

In 1890, Jackson met Michael “Hell Roaring Mike” Healy. Healy was born into slavery in 

Georgia in 1839 and during the Civil War became the first African-American to command a ship 

of the United States government.71 By the time Jackson encountered him, Healy was serving as 

Captain of the storied U.S. Revenue Cutter Bear, and was a familiar presence patrolling Alaska’s 

vast coastline. Healy was a kind of renaissance outlaw sheriff, essentially Alaska’s chief (only) 

law enforcement officer, mail carrier, ad hoc surgeon, and executor of any other spontaneous 

frontier duties requiring federal authority and/or a sturdy ship. He was, by all accounts, quite 

good at all of it: a notoriously hard drinker who had been court-martialed more than once but 

also a workaholic with the singular focus of Captain Ahab, Healy was well-known and well-

respected by Alaska Native communities and nicknamed, with great irony, “the most famous 

white man in Alaska.” Jackson accompanied Healy in his wooden-hulled icebreaking “fire 

canoe” on several reconnaissance trips into Yup’ik and Inupiat communities in Northwest 

Alaska, as well as across the Bering Strait to Russia’s Chukchi Peninsula.  

                                                
70 Taliaferro, In a Far Country. 
 
71 Noble and Strobridge, Captain "Hell Roaring" Mike Healy: From American Slave to Arctic Hero. 
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On those trips, Jackson and Healy were both impressed with the “robustness” of the 

Siberians, which they attributed above all to their steady diet of reindeer meat. By comparison, 

the Alaska Natives in Western Alaska were, they determined, slowly starving to death—a 

situation Jackson blamed on over-depletion of Arctic food sources by the Russian fur trade and 

New England whalers, comparable to the extinction of the Great Plains buffalo. If reindeer could 

feed one side of the Bering Strait, the men wondered, why not both? 72 Caribou, technically the 

same species but lacking the Eurasian animals’ 5,000 year history of domestication, did already 

comprise a seasonally important portion of the Inupiat diet. The domestication of imported 

reindeer therefore seemed to Healy and Jackson like the obvious answer to several intersecting 

dilemmas: it could serve as a reliable food source, a marketable commodity, and a modernizing 

and civilizing mechanism that would enable the Inupiat to learn a trade and develop a pride in 

the means of production. In his first annual report to Congress on the reindeer project, he was 

explicit about these goals:  

As a wide and general distribution of reindeer will both save the natives from extinction and 
place them upon a plane of independence and self-support, making them useful to the white 
immigrants who are flocking to Alaska…it is as important to teach the natives just emerging 
from barbarism how to earn an independent support—how to connect themselves with our 
industrial civilizations as it is to give them book instruction; the two go hand in hand. The 
industrial pursuit which nature sees to have mapped out for the native population of Arctic 
and subarctic Alaska is the breeding and raising of reindeer.73 
 
Even at this early stage, the reindeer mission represented the kind of hubris and total absence 

of metis, or “local knowledge,” that James Scott describes as instrumental in “high modernizing” 

developmental disasters like Soviet collectivization. For Scott, social engineering is all but 

                                                
72 Stern et al., “Eskimos, Reindeer, and Land,” 21–23. As Stern and other accounts point out, this 
assessment of Inupiat starvation was likely overwrought and did not appreciate the cyclical nature of 
“feast and famine” in the traditional Inupiat diet. 
 
73 Jackson, Report on Introduction of Domestic Reindeer into Alaska. 1895. Emphasis mine. 
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guaranteed to fail when four key factors are present: 1) the administrative ordering of society by 

the state, 2) the embrace of “high modernist” ideals, 3) an authoritarian regime to carry out those 

ideals, 4) a weak or nonexistent civil society. In the case of Jackson and his reindeer, I argue all 

four conditions were present or equivalent.  

Jackson’s reindeer mission certainly aimed to transform “traditional” Inupiat social and 

economic life into something more congruent with modern civilization, but it was not initially 

conceived as particularly large-scale. And it likely would have remained of fairly limited scope 

but for the historical contingency of the Klondike and Nome Gold Rushes, and the increased 

market demands presented by the influx of white settlers who arrived to seek their fortune in the 

far north. The intersection of expansionist frontier sentiment, Jackson’s assimilationist altruism, 

and unregulated market incentives transformed what began as a relatively simple relief operation 

into a developmental debacle that left a permanent cultural imprint in the affected 

communities—including present-day Mekoryuk’s so-called “traditional” dependence on reindeer.  

The reindeer scheme ultimately became an effort to try to create a market and transform 

traditional Inupiat communities into enthusiastic capitalists under the guise of a relief mission.  

 Jackson’s developmental conceit—that a long-established cultural practice and stable 

food source common in indigenous communities on the other side of the Bering Strait could be 

imported seamlessly into an Inupiat context—was problematic and misguided enough. Where the 

reindeer mission truly went awry, however, was its ambition and scale—which grew in response 

to the social and economic needs of white settlers, not the Inupiat themselves. Indeed, the greater 

the demands and economic needs of non-Native Alaska, the more urgent the drive to pursue 

transformational development strategies became in Native communities. This dynamic of 

dependent development, present in all three schemes I explore here, is certainly not unique to 
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Alaska, but the degree and character of Alaska Natives’ rejection of it sheds new light on how it 

operates. 

 Jackson and Healy brought the first reindeer from Siberia to Alaska between 1891 and 

1892. They left the first sixteen animals to fend for themselves on the Aleutian islands of 

Unalaska and Amaknak. All sixteen starved to death over the winter. They returned for more and 

this time let them graze on the more abundant lichen of the Seward Peninsula, and designated the 

tiny community of Teller there as a the project’s reindeer “station.” By the fall of 1892, the herd 

numbered a healthy 171, and Jackson traveled to Washington, D.C. to secure more funding. In 

his absence, he appointed the first superintendent at Teller Station, a white journalist from 

Nebraska named Miner Bruce who did not know the first thing about reindeer.74 Bruce’s 

jurisdiction included, ironically, protecting the reindeer from any hungry Inupiat hunters who 

might want to eat them—for the first several years, any interference with the vulnerable new 

herd was forbidden. Bruce was also responsible for overseeing several Siberian Yup’ik herders 

that Jackson and Healy had wheeled and dealed into mentoring the Alaskans in the finer points of 

their new vocation. 

 Under Bruce’s purview, the situation deteriorated quickly. His understanding of the 

reindeer mission’s purpose was shaky, for one: at one point he dismissed several potential Native 

herders from the station for being too “opinionated” and wrote Jackson urging that “No Native 

should be employed by the station who speaks a word of English. If they understand what is said 

by the white men while speaking to each other, they carry gossip to the Natives and thus cause 

dissatisfaction.” 75  Bruce was also disgusted by the Siberians and their “superstitious” reindeer 

                                                
74 Reindeer Research Program, “Reindeer Roundup.” 
 
75 Taliaferro, In a Far Country, 80. 
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husbandry—particularly their fondness for snacking on grubs burrowed in the animals’ fur and 

using human urine as a herding beacon.76 As the entire reindeer enterprise as the missionaries 

envisioned it was a civilizing one, the Siberians and their savagery did not fit into the scheme. 

Bruce left Teller after less than a year, and Jackson replaced him with William Thomas Lopp in 

June of 1893.  

 Lopp, a twenty-six year old from Indiana, was just as enthusiastic as Jackson about the 

potential for reindeer in Native communities if not more so, and was glad to leave his assignment 

as a mission teacher in Cape Prince of Wales (Kinkegan) to accept the superintendent position. 

His departure, however, left alone his paranoid and unhappy colleague and fellow instructor, 

Harrison Thornton. Thornton, thirty-two, had some cause for concern: Wales had a fearsome 

reputation as the most aggressive village in the Alaskan Arctic. Jackson described the community 

as “beyond the pale of civilization,” and in his job notice for the missionary position there noted 

darkly that “none need nor will apply…who have not in themselves the stuff of which martyrs 

are made.” 77  

 Wales’ reputation really stemmed from one episode, known as the Gilley Affair. Thirteen 

years earlier, a whaling ship captained by George Gilley encountered bad weather in the Bering 

Strait and dropped anchor at Wales. At some point—it’s unclear precisely when or why, but all 

accounts agree whiskey was certainly involved—a melee broke out between the Inupiat and the 

crew of the ship, who were mostly Native Hawaiians, as was Gilley himself. The crew eventually 

trapped the Alaskans and shot them one by one and threw them overboard. “Toward the end we 

                                                
 
76 Stern et al., “Eskimos, Reindeer, and Land.” 
 
77 Taliaferro, In a Far Country. 
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hauled them out with gaff hooks,” Gilley later recalled with some pride. At least thirteen Inupiat 

from the tiny village were slaughtered.78 

 Over a decade later, the residents of Wales were still grieving, and were by most accounts 

bent on revenge against any interlopers. Only the Bear was bold enough to drop anchor there. 

Thornton lived in a constant state of fear and suspicion, particularly when alcohol made its way 

into the village, which was often. With Lopp’s departure to Teller, Thornton’s paranoia grew, and 

he appealed to Healy to evacuate him from the village on his next pass through the Cape. Healy 

agreed, and Thornton prepared to leave Wales. A week before Healy returned, however, an 

“Eskimo desperado” named Titalk whom Thornton had banned from the schoolhouse for stealing 

bread knocked at his door and shot Thornton dead with a harpoon gun. 

 When the village discovered the murder they did not pause for an investigation, but 

searched out and shot the culprit’s two presumed accomplices the next morning, and threw their 

bodies to the dogs. Titalk the desperado fled. When Healy arrived back in Wales, he accepted the 

executions as the village’s good faith effort to punish those responsible, but insisted when Titalk 

returned that he be held for trial. When the boy did eventually return, however, there was no trial. 

His uncle ordered him at gunpoint to dig his own shallow grave in the permafrost next to 

Thornton’s, and shot him dead as well.79 

 Thornton’s murder and the swift, merciless brand of justice meted out by the Inupiat 

affected Lopp and Jackson deeply. For Lopp, it informed his work at Teller and his reluctant 

agreement with Bruce that the Siberians were too crude and primitive to lead the Inupiat “out of 

darkness and into light”—culturally as well as spiritually. As a result, the “barbarous deer men of 

                                                
78 Taliaferro. 
 
79 Montgomery, “The Murder of Missionary Thornton,” 172. 
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northeastern Siberia” were subsequently sent back home and replaced by “superior” Saami 

reindeer herders from Scandinavia, a decision that would carry a variety of unintended 

consequences.  

 Jackson, for his part, grievously misinterpreted the Inupiat’s vigilante justice against 

Thornton’s killers as an endorsement of the missionary presence in Wales and throughout the 

region, and, by extension, the reindeer project. Affection for Thornton or outrage over his death 

were not what motivated the villagers’ actions: the immediate certainty that Healy would 

completely annihilate the entire community for killing a white man was. Thornton’s terrified, 

pregnant wife, before fleeing to a neighboring village, left letters imploring Healy to spare a 

handful of her Inupiat friends. Healy’s own wife, who frequently accompanied him on the Bear, 

later wrote: “Had the [Natives] not avenged Mr. Thornton’s death, [the captain] would not have 

left a single one of them alive.”80 

 The villagers’ capacity to swiftly mobilize in the face of an imminent threat—in this case, 

Healy’s cannons—points to an effective local decision making process in Inupiat communities 

that evolved into more formal mobilization against the state when land rights were threatened 

several decades later. It also adds a layer of depth to the puzzle of coastal villages’ apparent 

passivity in response to climate change and erosion, a topic I will revisit in Chapter Five. 

Jackson’s error—one of many—was he confused Wales’ act of self-preservation with ideological 

solidarity. 

 The dismissal of the Siberians led Jackson and Lopp to initiate recruitment of Saami 

herders from Scandinavia—a more “civilized and Christian people”—to serve as Inupiat reindeer 

mentors instead. Jackson eventually convinced sixteen Saami to move to Alaska in 1894, and 

                                                
80 Taliaferro, In a Far Country, 116. 
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compelled them to sign a contract upholding suitable Christian values to avoid another culture 

clash with the white supervisors at Teller Station. Critically, he also promised them a place in the 

social hierarchy equivalent to whites, and promised certain benefits that institutionalized their 

superiority over Alaska Natives, namely permission to hunt, eat, and sell the reindeer—privileges 

still not afforded to the purportedly existentially imperiled Inupiat.  

 The incorporation of the Saami herders supercharged Jackson’s ambitions for the reindeer 

program. Reindeer herding would “do more than preserve life” in the Arctic, he wrote in his 

1895 report to Congress: 

It will preserve the self-respect of the people and advance them in the scale of 
civilization. It will change them from hunters to herders. It will also utilize the hundreds 
of square miles of moss-covered tundra and make those now useless and barren wastes 
conducive to the wealth and prosperity of the United States…To reclaim and make 
valuable vast areas of land otherwise worthless; to introduce large, permanent, and 
wealth-producing industries where none previously existed; to take a barbarian people on 
the verge of starvation and lift them up to a comfortable self-support and civilization is 
certainly a work of national importance.81 
 

 At a time when the state’s population was only about 35,000 and Teller Station counted 

some 700 total head of reindeer, almost none of which were actually in Inupiat hands, Jackson’s 

grand ambitions were undeterred. “Alaska can support nine million reindeer,” he declared. “The 

hardy Eskimo and the enterprising American [can] develop industries that would amount to 

millions of dollars annually.”  

 Two key factors allowed Jackson’s alternative facts to go unchecked. The first was the 

institutional reality that he and Healy together were effectively a two-man authoritarian state, 

with a monopoly on both information and access. The other factor would actually undermine that 

                                                
81 Jackson, Report on Introduction of Domestic Reindeer into Alaska, 1895, 10. 
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monopoly in the long term, but in the short term it buffered it: in August of 1896, George 

Carmack and Skookum Jim struck gold on Bonanza Creek in the Yukon.82  

 The strike created an immediate increased market demand for reindeer: for food, 

transport, labor, and clothing.  Reindeer were also strongly preferred to dog teams for 

transportation—they were cheaper, faster and did not need to carry their own food, but rather 

could graze freely as they went. Jackson went to Dawson City himself to apprise the situation 

and, as he was wont to do, determined that the gold miners were facing an imminent starvation 

crisis when the Yukon River froze over for the winter. He quickly convinced a panicked 

Congress to allocate $200,000—$5.5 million in 2017 dollars—to the “Yukon Relief Expedition” 

to acquire more reindeer and recruit more herders from Scandinavia.83 By the time he returned 

six months later, the “crisis” in the Yukon had passed without incident and 80% of the newly 

acquired reindeer had starved to death on their lengthy journey, but Jackson had made his point. 

 Just as the Klondike rush began to wind down, a new bonanza was struck in Nome in 

September 1898, at the other end of the Yukon River. Thousands of prospectors idling in Dawson 

made the journey north (again) to seek their fortune (again) on Nome’s beaches. By this point, 

most of the reindeer in Alaska were officially owned by the Saami, who continued to enjoy 

preferential treatment and the freedom to use the animals as they saw fit. Very few Alaska 

Natives had taken to the business of herding, let alone could claim herds of their own.  

                                                
82 My Canadian ancestry compels me to include the disclaimer that Yukon Territory formally dropped the 
“The” in its name, but not until 2003, so I’ll keep to the Robert Service manual of style here. 
 
83 Murray, Reindeer and Gold. for an example of the media coverage of the “crisis,” see examples like the 
New York Times headline from October 1897: “KLONDIKE GOLD FROZEN IN; Ice Has Closed the 
Yukon and No More Treasure Can Come Out This Year. RUSH FOR FOOD ALREADY ON Miners Just 
Arrived at Seattle from Dawson Report That the Stampede for Something to Eat Has Be Gun There in 
Earnest.” 
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 As the Saami integrated seamlessly into the ready-made markets created by the Nome 

bonanza, establishing a “Reindeer Express” postal service and selling a variety of reindeer 

commodities, Alaska Natives in and around the Seward Peninsula found themselves suddenly in 

the unprecedented position of defending their communities and ancestral lands from the first real 

wave of outside encroachment to reach them, as miners and their families staked lawless claims 

and homesteads wherever they pleased, hunted their game, and conveyed outbreaks of disease 

into isolated communities. The reindeer, several thousand of them now, increasingly 

concentrated in non-Native hands, and provided little benefit, monetary or otherwise, to Native 

lives.  

 By 1905, Lopp was increasingly disturbed by what he perceived to be Jackson’s 

abandonment of the original principles and intentions of the reindeer project. He finally blew the 

whistle to the Department of the Interior and requested an independent investigation. The 

investigator, Frank Churchill, was appalled by what he quickly assessed to be an out of control 

situation that had created far more opportunity and wealth for white settlers than for its intended 

population. “It is to be regretted that many questionable and extravagant schemes were 

attempted,” he wrote: 

I find myself somewhat at a loss for suitable words with which to discuss appropriately 
[Jackson’s actions]. …The raising of deer is now known to be a business of sufficient 
profit to induce white men to go into it, and the whole matter should have been so 
managed that this could not be brought about until such time as all the natives were 
provided for…The complete failure of the deer business as a lasting benefit to the natives 
will begin with deer getting into the hands of white men wishing to build up the business 
for its profits.” 84 

 

                                                
84 Churchill, Report on the Condition of the Educational and School Service and the Management of 
Reindeer Service in the District of Alaska, 1906, 40. 
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 Jackson resigned his official positions and quit the reindeer business after Churchill 

submitted his report. He was replaced by Lopp, who subsequently formed the United States 

Reindeer Service and began breaking up and redistributing herds to be more locally accessible to 

Native communities in an effort to scale down and restore the original intent of the program in 

line with Churchill’s recommendations. His reforms met with some success, and it seemed at last 

that some of the original promises of the reindeer project might come to pass. In 1915 Lopp and 

his friend from Wales, Charlie Antisarlook—one of the overly “ambitious” Inupiat participants in 

the reindeer program that Miner Bruce had fired from Teller—organized an annual reindeer fair 

to share techniques and compete in events like lassoing and sled racing. The fairs became more 

popular each year, and began to establish components of a distinctly Inupiat reindeer culture on 

the Seward Peninsula. Lopp was cautiously optimistic. In Wales, it was a celebrated point of 

pride that 1917 was the first year since Thornton’s murder in 1893 that no white missionaries 

lived in the village at all. Antisarlook’s herd was thriving. Then, for all intents and purposes in 

most of northwest Alaska, the world ended.  

 In November of 1918, a grief-stricken man arrived in Wales with his dead son in his sled. 

A week later, over half the village’s population was dead—170 people, including most of the 

elders, and also Antisarlook. When rescuers from Nome finally arrived, they were greeted by 

unimaginable horror: children huddled among their dead families, fires long gone out, dogs 

gnawing on unrecognizable bodies. It was a scene repeated up and down the coast. Influenza had 

decimated not just Wales, but most of northwest Alaska. In the five days between November 15-

20, 72 of Teller’s 80 residents died. 95% of Brevig Mission was gone. 95% of Haines. 65% of  

the Natives in Nome. Alaska Natives died “in greater percentages than any other people in the 

American empire” in the 1918 influenza pandemic, and the numbers were particularly 
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devastating in the Inupiat and Yup’ik communities under the missionaries’ reindeer regime—by 

most estimates, a full two thirds of the population.85  

 The profound trauma and devastation of “The Great Death” affected Native communities 

in untold ways, for untold generations. Many contemporary Native authors point explicitly to the 

pandemic as the root of some of western Alaska’s most entrenched social crises, especially 

alcoholism and suicide. “The survivors receded with their tattered lives and unbearable emotions 

into a deep silence,” writes Harold Napoleon: 

 
It was in this condition that they raised their children, who then learned to be like their 
parents—passive, silent, not expressing emotions, keeping things to themselves, and not 
asking too many questions…It was better not to talk about it, to act as if it had never 
happened, to nallunguaq. To this day, nallunguaq remains a way of dealing with 
problems or unpleasant occurrences in Yup'ik life. Young people are advised by elders to 
nallunguarluku—“pretend it didn't happen.” They had a lot to pretend not to know. 86  

 
 
 The flu pandemic of 1918 effectively ended the reindeer project. Not only because the 

very few Native herders who had any significant level of interest and facility with the reindeer 

were now dead, but also because certain key institutional realities contributed to opportunism 

and profiteering in the wake of its devastation that rapidly undermined most of Lopp’s reforms.87 

The Saami herders, largely untouched by influenza, continued to reap the benefits of their years 

of preferential treatment—including the fact that it was legal for them to sell their reindeer to 

whomever they pleased. A white Minnesotan in Nome named Carl Lomen bought a large group 

of deer from a Saami herder and quickly emerged as the self-styled “Reindeer King of Alaska.” 

With their industrial experience and marketing zeal, ultimately it was the Lomen family that 

                                                
85 Crosby, America’s Forgotten Pandemic: The Influenza of 1918. 
 
86 Napoleon, Yuuyaraq. 
 
87 Klein, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism. 
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came closest to fulfilling Jackson’s expansionist fantasies: they sold meat to restaurants and dog 

food companies, hides to clothing and supply companies, and even live animals to department 

store holiday displays—complete with an “authentic Alaskan Eskimo” handler to complete the 

cultural attraction.  

 The Lomen Corporation was eventually liquidated by the federal government as part of 

the 1937 Alaska Reindeer Act—a Congressional mandate restricting reindeer ownership 

exclusively to Alaska Natives that came about largely as a result of Lomen’s corrupt and 

monopolistic ungulate empire. But by then it hardly mattered anymore. 

 Between 1937, when the Reindeer Act took effect, and 1950, the Alaskan reindeer 

population crashed in a mysterious event known as the “Great Die-Out.” Some 95% of reindeer 

in Western Alaska simply vanished. Most biologists attribute the crash to natural factors like 

overgrazing or increased predation, but community elders dismiss those theories. They insist that 

the reindeer “went caribou”—that they blended in to a new migration and pursued new 

adventures and lichen horizons with their caribou dopplegangers.88 Why? According to Yup'ik 

oral history, they simply didn’t want to be herded anymore. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
88 This is the theory I heard every time I asked about the Great Die-Out in both Inupiat and Yup’ik 
communities. One counterpoint, however, is that while the animals are technically the same species and 
can easily crossbreed “carideer” (which are adorable), the fawns are typically sickly and no one can 
explain why, including the University of Alaska’s Agricultural Experiment Station.  
 



 

 54 

 
2.3 “If your mountain is in the wrong place, drop us a card” 
 
“The only problem with the plan is that we haven’t been able to find anyone who really wants a 
harbor there.” 89 
 
“I lost a lot of respect because of Project Chariot. Inside me it boils. Real hatred of the 
government. I miss a lot of my friends. Half of the community. They’re gone. It hurts a lot inside 
you. It will still hurt until I die.” —Point Hope resident 90 

“We’re overprotective. We have to be. We learned from that time that we have to be. We have 
reasons behind why we don’t trust people.” —Point Hope resident 91  
 

In July of 1958, Edward Teller and his staff from the Lawrence Livermore Lab made a surprise 

visit to Juneau. The so-called “Father of the Hydrogen Bomb” was there to undertake a goodwill 

tour promoting his newest mission: Project Plowshare. Plowshare, as its biblical moniker 

suggests,92 was the Atomic Energy Commission’s effort to push back against popular opposition 

to nuclear weapons and increasingly restrictive test ban treaties by demonstrating the 

technology’s many useful applications in peacetime, namely grand-scale geoengineering 

projects. Teller’s ambitions, which he outlined in a Popular Mechanics article entitled “We’re 

Going to Work Miracles,” ranged from carving artificial harbors and canals to liberating tar 

sands and coal seams to blowing hurricanes out of the sky and other forms of “weather 

management.”93  

                                                
89 “Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists.” January 1959. 
 
90 Edwardson, Project Chariot. 
 
91 Edwardson. 
 
92 Micah 4:3: “And he shall judge among the nations, and shall rebuke many people: and they shall beat 
their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks: nation shall not lift up sword against 
nation, neither shall they learn war any more.” 
 
93 Teller, “We’re Going to Work Miracles.” 
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 There was just one problem with Plowshare’s plans: they were all completely theoretical 

and unproven. The AEC needed to test its ideas, ideally before the Soviets could test theirs first, 

and ideally somewhere remote—somewhere off the map where no one would complain. They 

settled on Alaska. Not only did it seem ideal for their purposes—barren, seemingly uninhabited, 

and close enough to the Soviet Union (just over two miles at its narrowest point in the Bering 

Strait) to send a potent geopolitical message—but it was a promising arrangement for Alaskan 

state-builders as well. Elites in Anchorage and Juneau were eager to prove the territory’s value 

and gain formal statehood status. The gold rush and the war were long over, the Alaska-Canada 

highway was built, and the discovery of “black gold”—petroleum—was still a decade away. The 

state’s economy was largely driven by federal—especially military—spending, and the scramble 

was on to identify the next big ticket project. The particularly Alaskan dynamic of courting ever-

greater amounts of federal assistance while maintaining isolationist frontier bravado has been 

called “dependent individualism,” and Teller’s promises played directly to it.94 Project 

Plowshare, if successful, promised to bring massive human and financial capital north and give 

“Walrussia” a better chance of admission to the union.  

 Teller, ever the evangelist for the cause, spent the next year traveling around the state 

giving spirited stump speeches and commencement addresses exhorting the potential of nuclear 

geoengineering in Alaska. His claims explicitly appealed to Alaska-ready narratives of destiny, 

progress, and frontier ethos. “Anything new that is big needs big people to get going, and big 

people are found in big states,” he exhorted University of Alaska graduates in his 1959 

commencement address.95 Although petroleum was not yet on the Alaskan map, elites were 

                                                
94 Thomas, Savatgy, and Klimovich, Alaska Politics and Public Policy: The Dynamics of Beliefs, 
Institutions, Personalities, and Power. 
 
95 Haycox and Mangusso, An Alaska Anthology: Interpreting the Past. 
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enchanted and convinced by Teller’s argument that his technology potentially had resource 

extraction applications as well—particularly for blasting open coal deposits. “Black diamonds 

can pay off better than gold ever did,” Teller insisted. The future looked bright, lit up by 

benevolent H-bombs. In response to Teller’s visit and claims, the Fairbanks Daily News-Miner 

gushed: “We think the holding of a huge nuclear blast in Alaska would be a fitting overture to 

the new era which is opening up for our state.” 96 

 Teller’s ideas met with enthusiasm in the cities, but also sparked debate: where and how 

to employ the first blast? Which application would bring the most returns? Teller insisted 

Plowshare remained open to all possibilities and unattached to any given location, and welcomed 

the competitive frontier spirit fostered by the promise of unlimited possibility. In fact, however, 

he and the AEC were already secretly committed to one vision in particular, and had been since 

before they arrived in the territory. Teller intended to detonate 2.4 megatons—160 times the 

force of Hiroshima—to create an artificial deep water harbor on remote Cape Thompson, thirty 

miles from the Inupiat village of Point Hope. The project became known as “Project Chariot.” 97  

 This section argues that Teller’s nuclear scheme—and its uncritical embrace by “urban” 

Alaska with little regard for its potential effect on the Alaska Natives who lived and subsisted 

from the land and animals in the blast and fallout zone—was what made the institutionalization 

of a collective “Alaska Native” political identity possible. If Jackson’s reindeer mission signaled 

the state’s intentions to transform Native lives and economies and contributed to a growing sense 

                                                
96 O’Neill, “Project Chariot: How Alaska Escaped Nuclear Excavation.” 
 
97 I have been unable to discover a consistent interpretation of the meaning behind this name—accounts 
vary greatly. It refers to the region of the proposed blast, but the place name followed the proposal, not the 
other way around. Its origins are likely to be found in redacted AEC documents. Given Teller’s flair for 
the dramatic and his well-documented God complex, my guess it is some kind of nod to Greek mythology 
and Apollo’s chariot of the sun. 
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of cultural solidarity against the consequences of those intentions, Chariot enabled and even 

demanded political resistance to those intentions. Teller’s plans threw into sharp relief just how 

invisible “Alaska Natives” really were to statehood boosters and other elites who assumed 

Native bodies and lives could just as easily accept “substitute” food sources and adopt coal 

mining as a vocation as they had assumed they could adopt reindeer herding.98 By inadvertently 

inspiring unprecedented Native organization against outside intrusion and the creation of 

institutions to contain that organization, Project Chariot ultimately paved the way for a massive 

and historic land claims settlement a decade later. Together these shifts established Alaska 

Natives as an organized political force a decade before the American Indian Movement first took 

shape.99 

 In combination with the other high-modernist, state-driven interventions in the 

assessment period, Project Chariot and its ultimate defeat also contributed to a rising sense of 

developmental disenchantment—both among Alaska Natives, who organized against it as their 

first collective political act, but also among elites whose grand ambitions for rural 

commodification—a transformation of the remote, barren, “useless” Arctic into something 

productive and financially rewarding—had now been defeated yet again by “powerless” Alaska 

Natives. That two-way disenchantment would powerfully condition state-Native relations and 

institutional outcomes with the dawn of the oil age ten years later. 

                                                
98 Dan O’Neill relates an interview with George Rogers, a Harvard-trained economist and longtime 
Alaskan: “[Teller] invited me to breakfast . . . he gave the pitch again. . . .Then I said well, the Native 
people, they depend on the sea mammals and the caribou. He said well, they're going to have to change 
their way of life. I said what are they going to do. Well, he said, when we have the harbor we can create 
coal mines in the Arctic and they can become coal miners.” O’Neill, “H-Bombs and Eskimos: The Story 
of Project Chariot,” 27. 
 
99 AIM was formally founded in 1968 in Minneapolis. 
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 The village of Point Hope, situated on a spit of land sticking out into the Chukchi Sea (its 

traditional name, “Tikigaq,” means “index finger” in Inupiat), has existed for over 2,500 years. 

The community is claimed by some to be the longest continuously inhabited village in North 

America.100 One of the explanations of Tikigaq’s relative success in such a foreboding 

environment is its strategic location vis-a-vis both annual bowhead whale and caribou 

migrations. Caribou are particularly plentiful about thirty miles south of the village, on Cape 

Thompson where they feed and rest at Ugutuuraq Creek.101 In August 1958, as Teller was 

winning over the press and captains of industry in Anchorage and Fairbanks, two caribou hunters 

from Point Hope came across tents housing surveyors from the AEC. The hunters—who 

happened to be the village council president and his nephew—did not confront the AEC team, 

but certainly “wondered what in the world surveyors were doing at Ogotoruk.”102 When they 

returned home, they began investigating and pressing regional authorities for an explanation.  

 The surveyors were there because Teller had already successfully petitioned the Bureau 

of Land Management to withdraw from public domain a piece of land roughly the size of 

Delaware in the middle of Point Hope’s primary caribou hunting grounds. This action was 

particularly significant not only because it meant Teller’s promises to urban elites to consider 

alternative options to Chariot were empty ones, but also because the mounting crisis of 

                                                
100 This includes the village’s own narrative. See, for example, the Tikigaq Corporation shareholder 
website, at http://www.tikigaq.com/category/shareholder/point-hope/ 
 
101 I use the preferred Inupiaq spelling here except when directly quoting secondary sources that spell it as 
Ogotoruk. 
 
102 O’Neill, The Firecracker Boys: H-Bombs, Inupiat Eskimos, and the Roots of the Environmental 
Movement, 30. 
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competing land claims between Native groups and the state had already created a potentially 

destabilizing “internal security dilemma.”103  

 Until the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act, or ANCSA, in 1971, Alaskan tribes 

remained wholly sovereign entities which had never been conquered or entered into any 

treaties—not with the U.S. government nor the Russians before them. Their claims to their land 

were vast, overlapping, and highly contested, and neither Juneau nor Washington D.C. knew 

how to go about resolving them. Shortly before petroleum was discovered at Prudhoe Bay in 

1968, the Department of the Interior finally froze the claims in response to hundreds of Native 

petitions to do so. The discovery of “black gold,” however, and the urgency of moving it to 

market, forced both the state and Native groups to reach a settlement, as I detail in Chapter 

Three.  

 Teller’s withdrawal of over a million acres around Ugutuuraq, then, generated a fair 

amount of concern in Point Hope even before residents were able to determine what his 

intentions were. Indeed, their only information for nearly a year about the project came from a 

McGill University geography graduate student named Don Foote, who found himself an unlikely 

AEC contract employee embedded in the village to study its “human geography.” The fact that 

Foote was there at all was remarkable in itself. Following an unsuccessful meeting with a group 

of profoundly skeptical University of Alaska-Fairbanks biologists in January of 1959, the AEC 

conceded to the scientists’ demand that any atomic adventures at Cape Thompson be contingent 

on assessment of their potential environmental consequences to the area. The AEC 

commissioned dozens of investigations into everything in the region’s ecosystem from caribou to 

zooplankton: effectively initiating the world’s first environmental impact statement several years 

                                                
103 Zellen, Breaking the Ice: From Land Claims to Tribal Sovereignty in the Arctic, 28. 
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before the publication of Rachel Carson’s “Silent Spring” and long before such assessments 

became required by industry in 1969.104 

 The AEC’s concession to the environmental assessment ultimately unraveled its plans on 

two major fronts. The first was the boost in community organizing afforded by Don Foote’s 

presence in Point Hope, and his ability to communicate effectively the potential dangers posed 

by radiation in a way that resonated with the experience and knowledge of community leaders. 

By the time the AEC finally paid Point Hope a visit nearly two years after first sending in its 

surveyors, residents were ready for them with tape recorders and tough questions. When the 

AEC insisted radiation would be trivial and survivors of the nuclear blasts in Japan suffered no 

long-term effects, they were well-positioned to know better.  

 I do not at all mean to suggest the political savvy of Point Hopers was thanks exclusively 

to Foote’s work there. But I do contend that his presence in the village intersected in powerful 

and contingent ways to shape a new “political opportunity structure.”105 Particularly salient to 

that process was the legacy of the Sheldon Jackson’s reindeer mission, which had directly 

recruited and involved the village—including many residents who were still alive in 1958.  

In addition, Inupiat perceptions of state authority and control were powerfully 

conditioned by  their experiences of WWII. Hundreds of Alaska Natives served in the U.S. Army 

and Navy during the war, and thousands more in the Alaska Territorial Guard, aka the “Eskimo 

Scouts.”106  The ATG was formed in response to Japan’s invasion and occupation of the Alaska 

Native island of Attu in the Aleutians in 1942-1943. The military was the first exposure most 

                                                
104 Dan O’Neill makes this observation as well, and this section owes much to his meticulous research on 
Project Chariot. 
 
105 Tarrow, Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics. 
 
106 Marston, Men of the Tundra: Alaska Eskimos at War. 
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Inupiat had both to the world outside of their village and to the U.S. military. Those who served 

also observed firsthand—and even participated in—the Army’s forced relocation of nine Aleut 

villages into internment camps on the other side of the state, 2,000 miles away. They, too, had 

seen what the state could do.  

 The second major problem raised by the set of environmental studies was the discovery 

that Point Hope residents already had exceptionally high levels of radiation in their bodies even 

though fallout levels from Japan, Nevada, the Bikini Atoll, and other tests were actually lower at 

that time in the Arctic than they were in other parts of the U.S. Because of the integrated 

environmental assessment, biologists determined the issue was bioaccumulation in the Inupiat 

diet. Caribou, in particular, feast exclusively on lichen—a plant that turns out to be an especially 

effective sponge for atmospheric fallout.107 

 The smoking (glowing?) gun of radioactive lichen turned most of the scientists—who 

began referring to Teller and AEC representatives as “little boys with firecrackers”—against the 

project.108 The AEC (in concert with the University of Alaska) responded to the impending 

critiques by ending their contracts and professionally blacklisting the biologists. But it was too 

late. Whether or not the findings were made public—and they were not until 1966—the nascent 

Inupiat resistance movement was well underway, mobilized to defend their ancestral land.  

 The first opportunity Point Hopers had to express their concerns to the AEC was also the 

first official notification they received from them, at the town hall meeting in March of 1960—

the same month Teller announced his grandiose plans to the world in the Popular Mechanics 

                                                
107 This could also potentially to some degree explain the great “die-out” of reindeer described in the 
previous section, although I have not seen any claims to that effect.  
 
108 O’Neill, The Firecracker Boys: H-Bombs, Inupiat Eskimos, and the Roots of the Environmental 
Movement, 30. 
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article. It was also at that meeting the AEC informed Point Hope it planned to temporarily 

relocate the village during any fallout period to the town of Kotzebue, over 100 miles away. 

Eventually, the plan was to move Point Hope back—along with the residents of nearby Kivalina 

and Noatak—to a new company town with a “spanking new housing center close to the exploded 

and alleged harbor area,” and offer them some kind of employment there.109  

 The casual suggestion of uprooting their community shocked and enraged the villagers. 

One man announced he would never leave because he insisted upon being buried in his 

homeland. A woman named Kitty Keeneveak shouted over the crowd: “We say all of us, ‘No!’ 

No explosion over there! All of us we say ‘No!’”110 Forty years later, George Kingik recalled his 

mother’s account of the same meeting. “When he talked to my mom, he asked ‘would you be 

willing to move out of town?’ and my mom said to him, ‘No! No! No! We are not going to leave. 

Even if they blast over there, we’ll be here. If they want to kill us, let ‘em kill us.’”111 In response 

to concerns that relocation and radiation exposure would disrupt the ability to hunt and provide 

enough food for the village, the AEC representatives suggested the villagers could always sue.112 

Shortly after the meeting, the Point Hope village council voted unanimously against the project 

“for any reason and at any time.”113 

 Several months after the town meeting, an Inupiaq named Howard Rock returned home 

to his birthplace of Point Hope. A once-promising artist and writer who had studied at the 

                                                
109 Tundra Times, Nov 1 1962 
 
110 Edwardson, Project Chariot. 
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112 Morgan, Art and Eskimo Power: The Life and Times of Alaskan Howard Rock. 
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University of Washington, at age fifty his “life had fallen apart” and he was living on Seattle’s 

Skid Row and slipping further into alcoholism.114 In despair, decided to return home one more 

time to “make my peace with everyone and then go out on the ice and die.”115 Shortly after his 

arrival, however, he found himself and his skills in high demand to draft English correspondence 

on behalf of the community’s resistance to Chariot.  

 Rock’s first letter was to the Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall, urging him to reverse 

the land claim by the AEC. The artist labored for weeks over the letter, acutely aware of its 

potential significance—both for addressing the pressing concerns of Project Chariot as well as 

the validity of Alaska Native land claims more generally. “We, the people at Point Hope, have a 

claim to this land and we consider your office to be the protector of our rights,” he wrote. “We 

deny the right of the Bureau of Land Management to dispose of land claimed by a Native village, 

and urge the Interior Department to revoke the permit before the experiment goes any further.” 

 In the process of developing his case to Udall, Rock began reaching out to other nearby 

villages to ask about their disputes with the state over land and subsistence rights. Subsistence 

rights in particular were becoming a significant issue, as the state was beginning to regulate 

hunting and fishing on Native land in ways that threatened not only traditional activities but also 

their food security. In this way, direct resistance to Chariot provided the impetus to organize for 

the first time around the broad concerns that united a variety of Inupiat communities and 

interests.  

 Those interests came together formally for the first time in the “Inupiat Paitot”—the 

“People’s Heritage.” The Paitot assembled representatives from sixteen Native villages in 
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Utqiagvik116 (formerly Barrow) in November 1961, and issued a powerful statement of solidarity 

and resistance that—it again is worth pointing out—predates the American Indian Movement by 

seven years.  

 
We, the Inupiat have come together for the first time ever in all the years of our history. 
We had to come together in meeting from our far villages from Lower Kuskokwim to Point 
Barrow. We had to come from so far together for this reason. We always thought our 
Inupiat Paitot was safe to be passed down to our future generations as our fathers passed 
down to us…Today our Inupiat Paitot is called by some white men aboriginal rights. We 
were told that if the government reserved our aboriginal land for us, we could not be 
citizens of the United States—could not vote—would be tied to the reservation like a dog—
could not have businesses on our land or sell products of our land. That was a lie told to us 
Inupiat to take away our aboriginal land and mineral rights.117 

 
“The same lies have been current in all Eskimo villages,” one participant observed. “We never 

before had a chance to talk to each other.”118 

 The Inupiat Paitot conference formally condemned Project Chariot. More critically, 

however, it initiated a process that translated a growing sense of distrust and betrayal in Inupiat 

communities into more formally institutionalized complaints made against—and demands made 

of—the state. Chariot, it became clear, was “a symptom, not a cause,” of broader infringements 

and challenges to Native self-determination.119 The Paitot conference also inspired and provided 

tools for other Native groups around the state to begin organizing along similar lines, and by 

                                                
116 The community officially changed its name—and the state of Alaska adopted the change—in 
December 2016. I continue to refer to it as “Barrow” when used in direct quotes or material, including the 
statement of the Paitot. 
 
117 “A Statement of Policy and Recommendations adopted by The Point Barrow Conference on Native 
Rights, Barrow, Alaska, November 17, 1961,” reprinted in Indian Affairs: Newsletter of the Association 
on American Indian Affairs, No. 44  
 
118 O’Neill, The Firecracker Boys: H-Bombs, Inupiat Eskimos, and the Roots of the Environmental 
Movement, 234. 
 
119 Toward Tundra Times, 295 
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1966 those gatherings had evolved into the first statewide meeting of all Alaska Native groups, 

the Alaska Federation of Natives.  

 The first Paitot also recommended and provided initial funding for an Alaska Native 

newspaper, “The Tundra Times,” to be edited by none other than Howard Rock. Rock explicitly 

included Inupiaq, Athabascan, and Aleut phrases and imagery in the masthead and throughout 

the paper to convey a message of unity and solidarity. “I hope and pray some of our problems 

will be solved through this paper,” one reader wrote in an early letter to the editor.120 And indeed, 

some of them eventually would be. 

 It was all much more trouble than Teller had bargained for. Plowshare was, among other 

things, intended to generate good PR for the AEC, not inspire obstructionist indigenous 

rebellion. In August of 1962, the AEC announced that “some of the data originally planned to be 

obtained from Chariot are now available or may be developed from other experiments,” and the 

project would be “held in abeyance.” In private correspondence, Secretary Udall’s assistant 

wrote to Foote and others that Udall was “profoundly touched” by Rock’s letter, and that “those 

involved with the project at the AEC and at Livermore knew that Interior was prepared to 

exercise severe judgment in the matter of Chariot….they withdrew early in the fray, and in the 

most face-saving manner.”121 To this day, the project and the site still draw a variety of ongoing 

research and development by not entirely transparent actors and interests. For the moment, at 
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least, any actual detonation is nominally prohibited by the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban 

Treaty of 1996.122 

 Thirty years later, a researcher looking into Project Chariot discovered documents 

showing that after the project had been shelved, the AEC contracted with the United States 

Geological Survey to scatter radioactive soil from tests in Nevada around the Ugutuuruq Creek 

site to trace how it moved through the ecosystem. The USGS was authorized to transport five 

curies of radiation—about a third of what was released in the disaster at Three Mile Island. After 

conducting a few experiments, the USGS dumped the “tracer” waste—about 15,000 pounds of 

contaminated soil—directly onto the permafrost, and covered it up with a little more dirt. They 

did not put a fence around it or mark it in any way. Nor did they think to mention anything to the 

residents of Point Hope, who claimed for decades after the project ended that something was 

wrong, and that too many people were dying from cancer. The discovery of the dump site in 

1992 came just after that year’s Inuit Circumpolar Conference, which engaged deeply with 

questions of self-determination and even political secession in the context of emerging 

nationalist movements around the globe. Along with other factors I explore in the following 

chapter, the reverberations of the AEC’s actions in and around Point Hope would shape the 

character and structure of Alaska Native social movements across multiple generations.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
122 Although it complies with its provisions, the U.S. has not ratified the CTBT and it is not in force. 
Technically, Project Chariot has never been canceled. 
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2.4 The Plot to Drown Alaska 
 
“If you are to suffer, you should suffer in the interest of the country.” —Jawaharlal Nehru, 
speaking to villagers who were to be displaced by the Hirakud Dam in India, 1948 123 
 
“What are we supposed to do, drown or something?” —Allen John, of Stevens Village124 
 

 

Just four months after Alaska’s formal admission into the union in 1959 and still nine years 

before the discovery of the largest oil field in North America at Prudhoe Bay, the junior senator 

from the newest state, Ernest Gruening, secured the passage of a resolution calling for a study 

exploring the “possibilities of development of the largest hydroelectric power project on the 

North American continent.”125 

 Gruening’s motivations for pursuing such a project were mixed. Like Project Chariot, a 

massive hydroelectric project would bring a much-needed influx of federal spending and jobs to 

interior Alaska. Postwar demographic changes also predicted a dramatic increased demand for 

energy as boomers came of age, and the search was on nationwide for inexpensive solutions. The 

Cold War context mattered, too: Gruening visited several large Siberian hydroelectric projects 

earlier that year and returned to Alaska both impressed and mobilized: “In contrast with Russian 

dreams which are now projects, the United States has not even begun to dream of the things 

which may be accomplished in Alaska—the area which was once Russian America.” 126  

                                                
123 Roy, “The Greater Common Good.” 
 
124 “Alaskool - Alaska Native Land Claims - Unit 4, Chapter 14.” 
 
125 Cooke, “The Rampart Dam Proposal for Yukon River.” 
 
126 Gruening, “The Plot to Strangle Alaska.” “The Plot to Strangle Alaska.” 
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 While other sites were being explored for development around the state, Gruening’s 

Siberian visit inculcated in him a “go big or go home” philosophy that narrowed his focus to one 

site in particular: Rampart Canyon, eighty miles from Fairbanks. For Gruening, only the Rampart 

site—a natural, dramatic gorge cut by the Yukon near its confluence with the Tanana River—was 

worthy of the region’s potential for development. Not only did it represent vast hydroelectric 

capacity—twice that of the Grand Coulee Dam, the nation’s largest—but its creation would 

support a host of related industrial activity, from copper and iron processing to wood pulp and 

cement plants. Roads and railroad extensions to the remote site were also envisioned as part of 

the overall development plan. Gruening also—without any particular scientific foundation or 

support—imagined a thriving agricultural renaissance in the heart of the state as the “lake effect” 

from the reservoir warmed the local microclimate, despite its proximity to the Arctic Circle.  

 Alaska’s undeveloped frontier ethos was, in many ways, the perfect canvas for an 

imaginary grandiosity that allowed U.S. elites to remain one step ahead of the Soviets—

particularly since it had so recently been actual Russian territory. It seemed that, like outer space, 

anything was possible in the great far north. Gruening captured this spirit when in speeches he 

invoked Robert Service’s famous poem “The Law of the Yukon,” a verse written from the 

perspective of a feminized, untamed wild:  

Wild and wide are my borders, stern as death is my sway;  
From my ruthless throne I have ruled alone for a million years and a day;  
Hugging my mighty treasure, waiting for man to come; …  
And I wait for the man who will win me—and I will not be won in a day  
And I will not be won by weaklings, subtle, suave and mild; 
But by men with the hearts of vikings, and the simple faith of a child;  
Desperate, strong and resistless, unthrottled by fear or defeat,  
Them will I gild with my treasure, them will I glut with my meat.127 
                                                
127 Service, The Spell of the Yukon. 
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“The men for whom Robert Service’s Yukon has waited a million years have come,” Gruening 

exclaimed. “Its mighty treasure will build ‘cities leaping to stature’ as it pours the tide of its 

riches ‘in the eager lap of the world.’”128  

 In 1960, on a campaign swing through Anchorage, then-candidate John F. Kennedy 

echoed these themes of Alaska’s seemingly unlimited abundance in the context of Cold War 

competition: “The tragic fact of the matter is that if Alaska still belonged to the Russians, 

Rampart Canyon Dam would be underway today,” he told the crowd, Gruening seated among 

them. “I see another Alaska, the Alaska of the future. I see a land of over one million people. I 

see a giant electric grid stretching from Juneau to Anchorage and beyond. I see the greatest dam 

in the free world at Rampart Canyon producing twice the power of the Tennessee Valley 

Authority to light homes and mills and cities and farms all over Alaska.”129 

 Gruening’s ambitions critically also included the intentional transformation of Alaska 

Native communities and economies that were in the path of the dam and its floodplain—twenty-

four villages in all, nine of which would be completely submerged. Like Jackson and Teller 

before him, when Gruening looked at Native villages he saw only penury and struggle in a harsh 

and unforgiving environment, and expected only positive outcomes accruing to Alaska Natives 

after the temporary inconveniences of flooding and relocation. “As for the 2,000 Athabascan 

Indians,” he wrote in an published letter defending the project, “their habitations are 

miserable…they could not but be better off than they are now.”130 Like Teller and Jackson, too, 
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Gruening expected villagers would flow seamlessly into the more comfortable and “productive” 

roles afforded to them by employment and housing at and around the dam site. The virtuous path 

to development and progress, in other words, was still a path that recruited Alaska Natives as 

participants and assumed their acceptance and gratitude for the spoils of modernity. 

 This section builds on the previous two to argue that the Rampart Dam was the state’s 

final application of a developmental model that aimed to improve and transform traditional 

societies into modernized communities that were incorporated economically and politically. As I 

show in the following chapter, the battle over and eventual demise of Rampart certainly did not 

bring an end to the commodification of Native space, time, and labor, but it did signal in both 

directions that Alaska Natives were a powerful social and political force in their own right, and 

that state infringement upon Native life and lands was rooted in a logic of neo-termination. 

Those realizations would prove to be a critical contributing factor to the character and context of 

Native land claims. Between the shelving of Rampart in 1967 and the passage of ANCSA in 

1971, the state and Native groups would forge new institutional equilibria responsive to the 

political clout Natives had developed in the face of repeated aggressive infringement in the name 

of bettering their lives. The most important of these solutions was the rise of the Alaska Native 

Corporation as a quasi-governing entity that formally codified the state’s exit from the “informal 

governance” of daily life and left those tasks to communities themselves: an institutional 

arrangement that I argue is necessary for the emergence of captive inclusion. 

 The plan for the dam—“the greatest peacetime project in the history of the free world,” 

according to Gruening—was ambitious, to say the least. The scheme proposed flooding the 

Yukon River to create a reservoir in an area known as the Yukon Flats of approximately 11,000 

square miles—larger than Lake Erie. The lake was so enormous it was expected to take nearly 
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thirty years to fill to capacity; after which it would generate more than twice the power of the 

largest dam in the nation, the Grand Coulee. The eventual output once fully online would be 

enough to power ten million homes. At the time, Alaska’s total population was still only about 

225,000, but developers were confident that if they built it, the market would respond, one way 

or another. Energy-hungry boomers would flock to Alaska, or Alaska would simply bring its 

abundance to them. A salmon biologist for the dam’s lobbying group, “Yukon Power for 

America,” shared his vision: “A housewife in Phoenix or L.A. will fry her eggs at breakfast with 

electricity generated on the far-off Yukon.”131 132 

 The estimated $1.3 billion133 project enjoyed near-universal support within Alaska, as a 

matter of frontier pride, job security, and boomtown patriotism. One of its few internal critics, 

state legislator and future governor Jay Hammond, observed that it was practically mandatory in 

Juneau to “stand up and face Mecca whenever someone said Rampart.”134 Elsewhere, however, it 

was not as well-received. Kennedy was one of the only national politicians to publicly endorse it. 

Canada opposed it outright, pointing out that damming the Yukon interfered with the right of free 

passage they were guaranteed to the river by treaty and was therefore not just a bad idea, but also 

illegal. Other authorities were skeptical at best, including the experts at the Bureau of 

Reclamation, the Department of the Interior’s designated dam-building agency. The Bureau’s 

commissioner Floyd Dominy was particularly critical of the plan from the start. “Building 

Rampart now, at this stage of the Alaskan economy, would be similar to have thought about 

                                                
131 “Fish Versus Dams: A New Look at River Development.” 
 
132 The population of the state still remained only 742,000 in 2016. 
 
133 Over $10 billion in 2017 dollars. And that was the estimate. 
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building Grand Coulee in the Pacific Northwest when the Oregon Trail was still being traveled 

by covered wagons,” he wrote in one assessment. 135 136  

 Unlike the details of Project Chariot, which took over nearly two years to reach Point 

Hope, word about Rampart’s plans to flood the Yukon Flats spread quickly through the now-

established Tundra Times Native newspaper and increasingly politicized and connected Native 

groups. The Rampart project represented what was, in the eyes of most Alaska Native leaders, 

another unlawful land grab akin to the AEC’s withdrawal (and subsequent contamination) of 

Ugutuuruq Creek. The Alaska Statehood Act of 1959 acknowledged Native rights to the land 

they used to live and hunt, but the actual boundaries of that land were proving to be a source of 

increasingly heated contention, particularly when access to natural resources was involved. With 

every land selection set aside by various agencies of the state, Native leaders grew more and 

more alarmed that they were facing the kind of catastrophic displacement they knew American 

Indians had suffered in the continental United States.  

 Out of six hundred million square miles of land across the state—more than Texas, 

California, and Montana combined—until 1971 Alaska Natives only possessed clear, federally-

recognized title to two small reservations. Everything else was up for grabs. The immediate, 

existential threat to villages posed by the dam was a catalyst to once again come together 

regionally to defend common interests and mobilize against unwanted state intrusion. The 

Athabascan villages in the path of the dam—24 of them total—followed the example of the 

                                                
135 Coates. 
 
136 The Bureau of Reclamation and the Army Corps of Engineers were bureaucratic competitors at this 
time, and both claimed oversight and fiscal authority around any development at Rampart. In 1962 the 
U.S. Army and the Department of the Interior arranged a division of labor that devolved planning and 
construction to the ACE, and management and operation to BOR. 
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Inupiat Paitot seven months earlier, and in June of 1962 assembled in the village of Tanana.137 

This gathering, which became known as the Tanana Chiefs Conference (Dená Nená Henash), 

eventually resulted in another request to Secretary of the Interior Udall: this time to freeze any 

further state land selections until all claims could be resolved, an action Udall finally took in 

1966. In the shorter term, it mobilized Native communities against Rampart in the form of letters 

and village council resolutions, which they sent to newspapers, magazines, and conservation and 

outdoor recreation groups, both in Alaska and outside of it. The TCC recognized the best strategy 

available to them was to attack the project and win potential allies outside of Alaska, where “to 

speak against it [was] like promoting sin or communism.” 138 

 While the issue of Alaska Natives and their right to a safe and undisturbed habitat did not 

inspire much national political outrage, the issue of ducks and theirs most definitely did. The 

irony here was significant: in addition to Project Chariot, the main topic of discussion at the 

Inupiat Patoit the previous November was the so-called “Duck-In.” The Department of Fish and 

Game had begun enforcing the international Migratory Bird Treaty in the spring of 1961, which 

forbids hunting waterfowl out of season, or March-September. Because March-September 

happened to be the only time ducks and other waterfowl could be found in Alaska at all, that’s 

when the Inupiat happened to hunt them, and had done so for thousands of years. 

                                                
137 While the Paitot was extremely influential in the structure and tone of the first TCC conference, 
Athabascan leaders had come together to protect land before, most notably in 1915 to protest the Alaska 
Railroad. The 1962 gathering, however, carried a degree of political organization and capacity not seen in 
1915, and less concrete demands. Chief Alexander of Tolavana expressed the sentiment of the meeting 
best: “Do not let the White people come near us. Let us live our own lives in the customs we know.”  
Jennings, Alaska Native Political Leadership and Higher Education: One University, Two Universes. 
(79). 
 
138 Coates, The Trans-Alaska Pipeline Controversy: Technology, Conservation, and the Frontier, 146. 
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 On May 20 of that year, flying over the area in his six-seater, the game warden spotted 

two Utquaigvik men, including Tommy Pikok, taking birds out of season. Back in the village, he 

arrested them. Nearly fifty years later, Pikok described what happened: 

 
“I told him to arrest me. I told him, ‘arrest me and take me away now. But if I get out of 
jail and I find that my wife and my children are hungry, if they are starving, I will use all 
my monies down to the last penny and I will look for you, wherever you might be. And if 
I find you, I’m telling you now, I will kill you and feed you to my dogs.’”139 

 

 As news spread of the arrests, the town quickly moved into action. Hunters shot dozens 

of ducks and passed them out among village residents, including women and children. Then one 

by one, the villagers turned themselves in for hunting ducks out of season, carcasses swinging in 

hand. 138 people in total confessed and presented their ducks to the warden. “That was the first 

time I saw Eskimo power at play,” one participant later remembered with a smile.140 

 In the context of Rampart, however, appealing to the very same impulse to preserve 

ducks that had enraged the Inupiat became the Athabascans’ best chance of stopping the dam. 

Field and Stream published its opposition to the project in the summer of 1963. So did Sports 

Illustrated, which also pointed out the project’s high cost: “we figure it will cost about $1,000 a 

dead duck—and we know of cheaper, more enjoyable ways to kill them.”141 Shortly thereafter, 

the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service released its assessment of the project, and did not mince 

words: in its view, the dam was “the single greatest threat to wildlife values of any project ever 

suggested in this country.”142 Udall, who had the final authority to approve the project, continued 
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to express concerns and appointed an additional six-member task force to review all the 

evidence. 

 Gruening and the dam’s other proponents dismissed environmental criticism of the project 

as uninformed meddling by conservation “fanatics” who didn’t understand Alaska. One state 

legislator scoffed, “Who ever heard of a duck drowning?”143 The very same state that had 

championed ducks in Utquaigvik the previous year now was now quite unconcerned about those 

very same ducks in Rampart. The message to Alaska Natives could not have been more clear.   

 By early 1964, the project under attack from every side, Gruening moved away from 

touting the dam’s market potential and doubled down instead on its lofty transformational 

narrative: a little collateral damage to ducks was worth the enormous improvement on nature and 

on Alaska Native land and life that were represented by the dam. In response to a popular 

critique in The Atlantic titled “The Plot to Drown Alaska,” he fired off a letter to the editor that 

recalled the “Walrussia” trope of an undeveloped wasteland: “Scenically, it is zero. In fact, it is 

one of the few really ugly areas in a land prodigal with sensational beauty.”144 Elsewhere, he 

heralded the project’s salutatory effect on the “miserable” communities of the Flats:  

 

Their villages are flooded intermittently by the Yukon. Their habitations are miserable and 
their livelihood a bare subsistence supplemented by relief. Construction of the Rampart 
Dam will give them ample gainful employment, and in their new locations, chosen by them 
on the lake’s borders, they will have better homes, better community facilities and a 
permanent income from now nonexistent activities, generated by the lake.145 

                                                
142 Harry L. Rietze, J.T. Barnaby, and Gordon Watson, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, “A Report to the 
Secretary of the Interior, Rampart Canyon, Dam and Reservoir Project Committee,” Washington, D.C., 
April 1964. 
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145 Coates, The Trans-Alaska Pipeline Controversy: Technology, Conservation, and the Frontier. 
 



 

 76 

 
 Gruening’s primary Rampart staffer, George Sundborg, echoed his boss’s sentiments at a 

conference of dam boosters in Fairbanks. “Search the whole world over, and it would be difficult 

to find an equivalent area with so little to be lost by flooding,” he told the group. “Those who 

know it best say the kindest and best thing one could do for the place is put it under 400 feet of 

water.”146 

 The Senator’s views were not for lack of exposure with Native communities. Indeed, he 

visited the Flats in the summer of 1964, and inexplicably left under the impression that only one 

elder was opposed to the dam—despite a survey in the Tundra Times showing that all the 

villages in the path of inundation were uniformly against the project.147 Only one of the 

downstream villages, Kaltag, was conditionally supportive, as long as the development brought 

jobs to the community.  

 Perhaps Gruening only visited Kaltag. Perhaps the Athabascans weren’t entirely truthful 

with him. Perhaps the Tundra Times cooked its survey data. More likely, however, the Senator 

simply saw and heard what he wanted to: the villages of the Flats were miserably impoverished 

places with “not more than ten flush toilets among them,” and what was good for urban Alaska 

was clearly, naturally, and inarguably good for rural Alaska.148 By the time Interior’s field studies 

and report were complete in 1966 and Udall ended the project, that animating worldview of an 

urban/rural, white/Native linked fate defined by inexorable forward progress and triumph over 

the elements had fully run its course.   

                                                
146 “Fish Versus Dams: A New Look at River Development.” 
 
147 Coates, The Trans-Alaska Pipeline Controversy: Technology, Conservation, and the Frontier, 148. 
 
148 “Fish Versus Dams: A New Look at River Development.” 



 

 77 

 The guiding philosophy that had characterized all of the state’s development efforts in 

Native communities for the better part of a century clearly required a new approach. For Inupiat 

and Athabascan groups, the writing was on the wall: their rights to their land and self-governance 

were far from guaranteed, and, indeed, actively threatened by the state. For urban elites, the 

“puzzle” of intransigent development in rural Alaska was an emerging crisis without any clear 

resolution, as were rising concerns about Native separatism. 

 By 1967, on the eve of the oil boom, ambitious statebuilders who had sought to remake 

Native land, labor, and identities were thoroughly disenchanted by the idea, just as Native leaders 

and communities were newly and vigorously empowered to represent their own interests and 

desire for self-determination. The three developmental disasters outlined in this chapter 

ultimately weakened state legitimacy throughout rural Alaska while giving Native claims a 

collective voice and powerful institutions to use that voice. Most critically, they set the 

groundwork for the Alaska Federation of Natives—a statewide organization that brought together 

the Inupiat Paitot, the Athabascan Tanana Chiefs, and the Tlingit-Haida groups in Southeast 

Alaska in October of 1967 to address the land claims issue once and for all. That process, and the 

ways in which the state formalized its own exit from the everyday responsibilities of rural 

governance, are the subject of the next chapter. 
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Figure 2.1: Map of Early Alaska Development Projects 
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CHAPTER THREE 

A NEW IRON CAGE: 1968-1991 

 
 “The government probably ought to pay off Natives so the state [can] get on with its 
development.”149 

 

3.1 An impossible promise 

Kent Adams manages Adams Hardware and Home Center, in Yazoo, Mississippi. He 

shares the family business with his father and brother. In 2005, just days after Hurricane Katrina 

devastated the Gulf Coast, Adams submitted a contracting bid with the Army Corps of Engineers 

to rapidly construct 400 temporary classrooms for elementary school students. Despite a FEMA 

requirement that local businesses receive preference in federal contracts, the deal went instead to 

an Alaska Native-owned firm called Akima that offered to do the work—not for less money, but 

more than twice as much.150 

Akima’s parent company is NANA, an Alaska Native Regional Corporation 

headquartered just 75 miles from a village called Kivalina that is home to 350 residents, nearly 

all of whom are NANA shareholders. Just months before awarding Akima its contract in 

Mississippi, the very same Army Corps of Engineers officially designated Kivalina as 

“imminently threatened” by climate-driven erosion and flooding, and urgently recommended the 

village completely relocate.151 Today, thirteen years later, Kivalina, which has an elevation of ten 

feet at its highest point and battles encroaching erosion on both sides of its tiny peninsula, is still 
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seeking the permission, technical help, and financial assistance it needs to make the move. The 

city website reads “For a host of reasons, previous relocation efforts in Kivalina are stalled, 

leaving the community looking for alternatives.”152  

How a Washington, D.C.-based subsidiary of an Alaska Native Corporation secured a 

$40 million no-bid federal contract to build temporary classrooms in a climate-devastated 

disaster zone five thousand miles away from the climate-devastated disaster zone that directly 

imperils its parent company’s shareholders is a complex story about many things: oil boom 

politics, climate change denial, congressional patronage, concessions to Native “radicalism,” 

institutional paralysis and overlap, and neoliberal market incentives, to start. At its heart, 

however, it is a story about an impossible promise the state of Alaska made in 1971 to Alaska 

Natives, and the increasingly unsustainable and paradoxical lengths to which both state elites and 

Native leaders have gone to preserve the illusion of fulfilling it. That promise, in its essential 

form, was to extend full economic equality and incorporation to the most remote and 

undeveloped corners of the state while tolerating de facto cultural and, eventually, political 

separatism.  

The 1971 Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act, or ANCSA, created an entirely new type 

of citizen—the “corporate” Alaska Native. Literally overnight on December 18, 1971, every 

Alaska Native automatically became a shareholder in an unprecedented for-profit experiment in 

social and economic engineering. As the first neoliberal settlement of land claims in history that 

explicitly located Native policy in the realm of the market rather than a paternalistic state, it 

marked a profound institutional and ideological departure from any precedent in federal Indian 
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policy. “We believed then, and I still believe now, that we were making a revolution,” one of the 

Act’s architects said decades later.153 

ANCSA was envisioned as an engine for building wealth for corporations that controlled 

Native land—corporations that would then share that wealth back with their Native shareholders, 

who would in turn spend it on goods and services to improve and modernize their lives. The 

Alaska Native Corporations (ANCs), as incorporated entities doing business in the state of 

Alaska, would also pay into the state directly in the form of oil production fees, pipeline access 

fees, and other taxes and transfers accrued in the process of resource development.  

At the time of its passage, ANCSA had broad, bipartisan support as a rare win-win. Its 

legitimacy and appeal acknowledged the history of state-led failure within rural Alaska and the 

shadow of similar failures in the contiguous United States, and embraced the same magical 

thinking of frontier abundance from earlier exploits taken to its true extremes with the dawn of 

the oil age. As the previous chapter demonstrated, by 1971 the state had an uneasy relationship at 

best with rural Alaska, and a failed history of modernization schemes that led both statebuilders 

and Native leaders to reject direct and paternalistic models of development. At the same time, it 

was also very clear from the catastrophic experience of the contiguous United States that ward 

and trusteeship in the form of reservations were also not the answer to improved outcomes in 

indigenous communities. Reservations were also seen as a profound constraint on the structural 

opportunities and tribal access to what were expected to be some very good economic times. 

Particularly important to early statebuilders, however, was the fact that a reservation system 

modeled on those in the continental U.S. would “lock up” and place under federal trusteeship 

                                                
153 Mitchell, Take My Land, Take My Life: The Story of Congress’s Historic Settlement of Alaska Native 
Land Claims, 1960-1971, x. 



 

 82 

millions of acres that were a potentially rich source of future resource development—a source of 

untold wealth for all Alaskans to which state leaders dearly did not want to lose access.  

When President Nixon signed the Act in 1971, then, with limited exceptions it was to 

general acclaim all around.154 ANCSA signaled a new era and embodied a new structure for the 

state-village relationship that promised Alaska Natives everything that white, urban Alaska 

had—in addition to de facto autonomy to make their own decisions and take responsibility for 

their own success. That promise of economic equality coupled with political self-determination, 

however, while embraced by both Native leaders and by the state, was a form of complete 

market liberalization with no social protection. Indeed, by shifting authority and status from 

tribal institutions to corporate ones, it undermined or outright destroyed the forms of social 

protection that had existed for untold generations. It was economic “shock therapy,” 

administered overnight to what was arguably the single least market-exposed constituency in the 

United States.155 While Sheldon Jackson’s reindeer scheme and other economic ventures over 

the century since the Russians’ departure had certainly achieved a certain degree of limited 

economic integration and markets across much of rural Alaska by 1971, those ventures were of 

limited scope and remained firmly “embedded” within the context of the societies and cultures 

they aimed to transform. ANCSA, explicitly and be design, was not.  

                                                
154 This is not to suggest there was zero resistance to ANCSA; there was some. But there was no 
organized or serious movement against it from within or outside of the Alaska Native community, and 
most Native leaders were very much on board at the time (although many subsequently claimed they were 
misinformed, misled, or purposefully left in the dark about the broader implications of the Act. See e.g. 
early Venetie documents. 
 
155 Hanson, “The Utopia of Market Society in the Post-Soviet Context”; Stiglitz, Globalization and Its 
Discontents; Sachs, “Shock Therapy in Poland: Perspectives of Five Years”; Conradi, Who Lost Russia?; 
Klein, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism. 
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Moreover, the earlier large-scale development projects discussed in the previous chapter 

sought to remake Natives as capitalists complete with a new vocation and accompanying 

lifestyle: the “spanking new” vision of modernity envisioned by Project Chariot and Rampart 

boosters that blended new forms of Native labor equally with new forms of consumerism. 

ANCSA simply assigned Alaska Natives a new economic status and role without altering their 

immediate circumstances or daily life. It made their very existence and their dependence on the 

land itself into the key commodity. As such, it required Alaska Natives to reorient themselves 

entirely to the way they thought about and engaged with the land from subsistence-based 

stewards to profit-driven salespeople, and, with that, their entire identity and relationship to 

power, wealth, and status. In a survey study of how villages were faring in the years following 

ANCSA, one respondent described the scope of that reorientation: 

When you look through the corporate eye, our relationship to the land is altered. We draw 
our identity as people from our relationship to the land and to the sea and to the 
resources. This is a spiritual relationship, a sacred relationship. It is in danger because, 
from a corporate standpoint, if we are to pursue profit and growth—and this is why profit 
organizations exist—we would have to assume a position of control over the land and the 
resources and exploit these resources to achieve economic gain. This is in conflict with 
our traditional relationship to the land. We were stewards, we were caretakers and, where 
we had respect for the resources, that sustained us.156 

 

When ANCSA disembedded economic markets from such social rules and norms and 

contexts of Native life, those rules and norms and contexts did not simply vanish. They instead 

became the grist for what Karl Polanyi calls the “double movement”—society’s backlash against 

the unfettered market to protect itself.157 And in rural Alaska’s case, the traditional social norms 

and values that had characterized and made life in an isolated village possible for so many 
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generations—precarity, humility, mutual aid, and internal social hierarchies around age and 

experience constituted those communities’ “repertoires of resilience,”158 and gave rise to a 

double movement that situated the concept and practice of “vulnerability” at the center of its 

claims. In the context of complete economic liberalization coupled with daily life in what 

remained largely traditional villages, the salience and expression of those norms and values and 

informal institutions took a sharp turn toward identity-driven “tribalism” that rejected state 

authority and positioned itself as an alternative state-within-a-state. At its peak in the early 

1980s, tribal governments openly refused to comply with state regulations ranging from 

membership to taxation, and the United Tribes of Alaska, the collective entity created to advance 

tribal interests against the state, advocated a muscular separatism even if it meant a potentially 

violent confrontation with Juneau. The process the state pursued to, in effect, disarm the tribal 

sovereignty movement and prevent Native groups from gaining full control (and potential profit) 

over natural resources on Native land is what ultimately became a set of legal adjustments, 

political arrangements, and social relations between Alaska Natives and the state that I have 

called “vulnerable citizenship.”159 

The impossible promise of autonomous assimilation formed the cornerstone of state 

policy toward Alaska Natives—and drove Native leaders’ expectations, frustrations, and 

claims—for nearly forty years, from ANCSA in 1971 until the beginning of the climate change 

crisis. It underwent several major adjustments during that time to preserve the illusion that it was 
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working and achieving its aims. The most important of these adjustments were what became 

known as the “1987 amendments,” a set of changes to the Act spearheaded by Senator Ted 

Stevens intended to buffer Alaska Native communities from the worst of the raw market forces 

introduced by the original legislation. As a kind of safety net that offered easier access to 

ANCSA’s potential benefits with a great deal less risk, Stevens and other state leaders explicitly 

hoped the amendments would undermine the burgeoning tribal sovereignty movement. At the 

same time, the state’s parallel legal battle against the village of Venetie and other emergent 

expressions of tribal authority sought to decisively defeat economic independence even as it 

increasingly signaled recognition of and even deference to cultural autonomy.  

This chapter explores the period of time between the rise and peak of the oil boom, 

roughly from shortly after statehood in 1959 through the 1987 amendments and their 

implementation. It documents the second phase of captive inclusion, or “adaptation,” following 

the assessment phase of the previous chapter. The decision to decouple internal and external 

governance that arose as a result of failed development schemes translated, in Alaska’s case, into 

delinking political and economic development through ANCSA, and in a manner that exposed 

Alaska Natives directly to market forces with no safety net. I trace the dynamic, contingent 

construction of that safety net—the double movement of vulnerable citizenship—across three 

stages: 1) the utopian promise and impossible paradox of ANCSA, 2) the failure and near 

collapse of the corporations and the “specter” of tribal backlash, and 3) the reimagination and 

reconstruction of Native citizenship and ANCSA itself as premised on “permanent disadvantage” 

and identity-based vulnerability. 

By 1991, twenty years after Nixon signed ANCSA into law, the Act’s original promises 

of assimilation and rural wealth remained largely unfulfilled. Venetie was still slowly making its 
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way through the courts and would be until 1998, but the United Tribes of Alaska had gone 

mostly defunct after the 1987 amendments softened ANCSA’s worst economic blows and 

addressed the anxiety around stock alienation. But something else very important had happened. 

Identity-based claims in villages vis-a-vis the state were no longer rooted in bold assertions of 

self-determination and state resistance. They were rooted, rather, in distress. Rural Alaska’s first 

safety net in response to market liberalization had been one of resistance and separatism. The 

shift from that safety net to one premised upon the special vulnerability of Native life has 

important implications for understanding both the persistence of underdevelopment in Alaska 

Native communities as well as the tragic shape of the climate crisis.  

 

3.2 The Great Experiment 

 

“Where will it end? Every time a new well is drilled, the Indians are that much richer. The 
Osage Indians are becoming so rich that something will have to be done about it.” 160 

 

For the first nine years following statehood, Alaska balanced its budget by playing a 

repeated and risky game of chance: a “government run crap shoot.”161 The discovery of a 

moderate-sized oil field on the Kenai Peninsula south of Anchorage in 1957 ignited a round of 

oil speculation fever around Cook Inlet and throughout the entire territory that echoed the 

previous Gold Rush booms. The Bureau of Land Management initially rented land—including 

land involved in the many unresolved disputes over Native land claims—to would-be oil barons 
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for .25/acre per year, 90% of which it deposited directly back to Juneau’s coffers. Amateur 

speculation fever, however, wound down after a few years, and Governor Bill Egan began 

looking to competitive lease sales to bigger developers to pay the state’s bills. The leases paid 

more than Egan bargained for, and the state reaped the benefits of the speculation bubble.  

While financing state operations through petroleum speculation was a very risky move on 

Egan’s part, the gamble paid off more than anyone anticipated: Atlantic Richfield discovered the 

largest oil field in North America at Prudhoe Bay in March of 1968. Over twice as large as the 

East Texas oil field, the largest in the United States at the time, initial assessments estimated 

about 10 billion recoverable barrels of oil at Prudhoe. With current technology, those estimates 

are now closer to 25 billion. Another 5-10 billion barrels are estimated as recoverable in what 

now comprises the neighboring Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR); those reserves remain 

in quasi-protected status and require Congressional action to explore.162 By way of comparison, 

together Alaska’s reserves are about six times greater than the those of the entire nation of 

Norway. Petroleum development alone accounts for over 90% of the state’s revenue.163  

Prudhoe catapulted the “internal security dilemma” over competing land claims into 

overdrive. On disputed land to begin with, the vast oil field also is about as far as you can get 

from a warm-water port and still technically remain in the state. It was immediately apparent that 

moving the crude to market would require a pipeline across nearly 1000 miles of vigorously 

contested territory. A settlement of some kind was necessary before the state could move 

forward and embrace the new boom. 

                                                
162 As of this writing, the tax bill of 2017 included a provision to begin exploration of the NPR-A; it is 
tied up in court as of a ruling in March 2019. 
 
163 93% in 2013 according to the University of Alaska Institute for Social and Economic Research. There 
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Prudhoe also nakedly demonstrated the monetary value of what Alaska Natives were 

being asked to give up in terms that “even a senator could understand.”164 As Ramsey Clark, a 

former U.S. Attorney General under President Johnson and the Alaska Federation of Natives’ 

first lobbyist, later described it: “Look, the state just made $900 million on one day’s (lease) 

bonuses and the oil hasn’t started flowing. And you’re telling me that you can’t give the Native 

people something?” Rural Alaska was clearly not the empty wasteland that earlier developers 

like the Atomic Energy Commission and Senator Gruening had made it out to be, but an 

unprecedented source of domestic wealth.  

The result of these factors coming together at one time was the largest land settlement in 

history—“The largest peaceful redistribution of wealth in the history of mankind,” as one author 

put it.165 The Alaska Native Claims Act officially extinguished all claims to aboriginal title (with 

the exception of the small Metlakatla reservation on Annette Island) in exchange for selection of 

44 million acres—about a tenth of Alaska’s territory, or the about the size of Oklahoma—and 

compensation of $962 million. Rather than distributing the award directly to individuals or 

through established institutional channels like tribal councils, ANCSA also created thirteen 

regional and over 200 village-level Alaska Native Corporations to administer the award. The 

regional corporations—not the village corporations—retained subsurface mineral rights for any 

future development.166 
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By conveying the only assets villages had—the land—to the newly-formed corporations, 

ANCSA also explicitly undermined the existing tribal entities that had historically structured 

systems of status, access, and belonging in village communities. Without land, the authority of 

those tribal entities was much diminished, and they were subverted both strategically and 

symbolically to new and unfamiliar forms of corporate authority. Access to corporate status via 

ANCSA stock, then, introduced new class hierarchies in Native communities where they hadn’t 

previously existed—a new “Alaska Native bourgeoisie.”167  

By design, ANCSA did not speak in any way to social issues or governance. It left those 

matters to the very institutions it also stripped of authority—the tribal councils. That vacuum of 

social authority left open the question of sovereignty and its limits in the new corporate 

context—a question that State of Alaska v. Venetie would eventually resolve nearly thirty years 

later. But, as Venetie would ultimately confirm, ANCSA was always fully intended as an 

instrument of market-based assimilation. Indeed, embedded within it was a mechanism of covert 

termination: twenty years after its enactment, shares could be sold to anyone who wanted to buy 

them, including non-Natives. Its designers were very clear about this intent as well as its 

anticipated consequences:  

The possibility of alienating…assets into non-Native hands was exactly the 
possibility we had in mind. That possibility would be something that could be 
variously described [as] normalcy…normal commercial behavior, a movement 
toward business as usual, a movement toward providing a sameness for all the 
Native population in terms of legal recognition and treatment…that is being like 
everybody else.”168 

 

                                                
167 Mason, “The Rise of an Alaskan Native Bourgeoisie.” 
 
168 Ganapathy, “Alaskan Neo-Liberalism Conservation, Development, and Native Land Rights,” 119. 
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From the outset, ANCs did not in and of themselves convey “a sameness,” in the sense 

that resources are not evenly distributed across Alaska and could not, by definition, be evenly 

distributed across the ANCs, which were defined by and large by cultural affiliation and regional 

concentration. By commodifying land and potential resource development, the arrangement 

institutionalized a certain degree of inequality among ANCs themselves, simply as a function of 

who had the “richest” land. That built-in inequality between regional ANCs and even, in some 

cases, particular village-level ANCs in relation to their regional ANC, provided fodder for 

decades of disputes—often instigated by outside development interests. 
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Figure 3.1: The Twelve Regional Alaska Native Corporations 

 

The trouble began almost immediately. The regional ANC of Koniag provides one 

illustrative example. Shortly after its incorporation, Koniag attempted to merge several village 

corporations within its territory to simplify its administrative responsibilities and, so it claimed, 

share the collective wealth among its shareholders. One board member recalls: “There was 

timber in the north and there wasn’t in the south and no one knew of any minerals. It seemed to 

be better for the greater good.”169 One of the village corporations that stood to lose in the merger, 

however, sued the regional corporation. Then the directors of the regional corporation sued one 
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another. Then the lawyers sued each other. “The attorneys just fed like sharks,” according to one 

participant. Within a few short years, Koniag could not pay its bills, let alone distribute dividends 

to its shareholders, and eventually accepted a loan from Arctic Slope Regional Corporation to 

keep it afloat. In a final twist that also foreshadows the operation of vulnerable citizenship, what 

finally restored real solvency to Koniag was the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill, and subsequent 

settlement money from Exxon to the ANC. Koniag was finally able to pay dividends to its 

shareholders for the first time in 1995.  

The Koniag episode is representative of many others, and illustrates a variety of things 

about how the corporate overlay of the ANCs transformed rural indigenous life. Unrestrained 

market incentives, incoherent local institutions, and the absence of any formal mechanisms of 

social protection to counter the anxiety of market exposure, including state regulation of 

subsistence rights—another issue on which ANCSA was silent—subverted traditional 

relationships to strategic calculations of profit and loss, completely commodified land as an 

abstract source of financial wealth rather than a direct source of physical and socio-spiritual 

sustenance, and created a level of “ontological insecurity” that was profound and unprecedented 

in the context of Native life.170 It also reified hierarchical relations between different regional 

and local corporations by generating and defining borrowers and lenders, winners and losers, 

successes and failures. 

Between delays in award distribution, litigation, bad investments, the cost of external 

consultants to ensure corporate compliance, and the high inflation of the 1970s, less than a 

decade into the “Great Experiment” many ANCs were bankrupt or very close to it. A few, like 

the Arctic Slope regional ANC, had readily marketable resources and infrastructure and were 
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doing relatively well. But the ever-present threat that failed corporations—particularly village 

corporations—would fold and be forced to forfeit their only asset, their land, was an 

“incalculable” danger that artificially raised the stakes of corporate survival and contributed to 

increased social and economic anxiety among shareholders.   

The potentially catastrophic consequences of collapse made the ANCs, in a very real 

sense, “too big to fail.” And the stakes were doubly high: not only could ANCs not fail as an 

alternative to federal reservations, but they also could not fail as an alternative to or substitute for 

state governance. There could be no going back to the old model of neocolonial paternalism after 

embracing the utopian promise of neoliberal autonomy. The state found itself responsible for 

keeping its impossible promise: equal access to economic growth and indefinite protection of 

and consistent deference to traditional identities. The state had promised Alaska Natives, in 

effect, the spoils and benefits of modernity without the accompanying iron cage.171 

 The ANCs did fail, however—both as corporations because they were not equipped, and 

as quasi-governments because they were not empowered. And as Native leaders confronted the 

reality of underdevelopment in their communities—a reality greatly exacerbated by rural 

Alaska’s overnight plunge into modern capitalism—ANCSA both offered no remedy and 

foreclosed the alternative of appealing to the state for help. 

Ten years into ANCSA, a volatile set of conditions had taken shape. The Act’s 

mechanism of “covert termination”—the free sale of shares and the prospect of losing or 

forfeiting the land—was set to take effect in 1991, and anxiety among Native communities grew 

as the deadline crept closer. “All we gained under (ANCSA) was a timetable,”172 one resident of 
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Gambell complained in 1983. It was one thing for the ANCs to potentially fail, as Koniag and 

many others had. It was quite another for them to fail and through their failure render the entire 

Alaska Native population landless, penniless, and completely unrepresented. That anxiety, and 

the uncertainty around the future of the ANCs as a representative institution, created a vacuum of 

power and belonging that “traditional” tribal authority increasingly began to occupy. As Byron 

Mallott, a well-known Tlingit ANCSA architect and the state’s recent lieutenant governor, later 

described it: 

Existing traditional governing groups, with their relationships and structures, did not go 
away with ANCSA. In fact, especially in the last decade, there has been a resurgence of 
those institutions. The resurgence has been felt and seen all across the state, particularly 
because there was a universal sense that ANCSA, and other efforts that deal with our 
circumstances, were not getting at the core of what we needed. It is crucial that there is a 
place for traditional tribal governmental structures. I think the emergence of tribes in 
recent years is not so much about governmental structures, but is a reassertion that we 
will take hold of our own lives. We will be responsible for our destinies, which is a 
powerful ideal. It also places a profound obligation on Native people.173 
 

In 1983, the Inuit Circumpolar Conference together with the World Council of 

Indigenous Peoples commissioned a study of how ANCSA had affected Native communities 

throughout Alaska. The study, known as the Alaska Native Review Commission, was headed by 

Thomas Berger, a former Supreme Court justice in British Columbia and attorney best known  

for his extremely critical assessment of the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline through the Canadian 

Arctic.  

Following the same process he had taken in Inuit communities in the Northwest 

Territories, Berger traveled to and held hearings in most villages throughout Alaska, and took 

testimony from residents of those he did not visit. His report, published in 1985, was both an 

acknowledgement and affirmation of resurgent tribal authority. ANCSA, in Berger’s view, was 
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an abject failure that would leave future generations of Alaska Natives bankrupt or worse. “The 

celebration has now ended,” he wrote in his report, Village Journey. “Although journalists still 

write in wonderment about Native executives in three-piece suits and about gleaming corporate 

offices, this evidence is misleading. Behind the facade lies the reality of village Alaska.”174  

Berger unequivocally recommended the dissolution of all regional and village-level 

ANCs, and the transfer of any remaining assets to tribal entities. Restoring complete tribal 

authority, in his assessment, was the only real path to self-determination: 

Given the likelihood of bankruptcies, takeovers, and taxation, given the possibility of 
greatly reduced federal and state funding in rural Alaska, who can justify the continuation 
of present arrangements? Only those who are immersed in its minutiae would try to keep 
going a system that cannot be made to work in village Alaska….don’t they deserve, at 
least, an opportunity for change on their own terms?175 
 

Berger’s report championing “retribalization” was released, perhaps not so 

coincidentally, on the first day of a week-long meeting of the United Tribes of Alaska in 

Anchorage. UTA was a newly-formed organization created to represent and advocate for tribal 

authority. Initially comprised of only a handful of delegates, it was attracting more members by 

the day. The primary agenda at the meeting that week was to meet with attorneys from the 

Native American Rights Fund and others to research and discuss how American Indian tribes in 

the continental 48 states had been able to successfully leverage federal laws and, importantly, 

federal courts to advance their interests, even when that meant clashing with and ultimately 

overriding state-level decisions.  
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One delegate from Akiachak summed up the mood of the meeting—and of the growing 

sovereignty movement in general. “We need to go to court and flex our muscles,” he declared. 

“This is the rebirth of a nation.”176 

 

3.3 Backlash: “A wolf with two heads” 

“We will not be subject to the laws of the state.”177 

“Keep a strong heart and hold onto your guns.”178 

 

I argue throughout this study that the state never intended to extend full economic 

autonomy to regional or village corporations. Quite the contrary: the very suggestion was a 

“specter” that terrified Juneau and conjured visions of a separatist oil war. As ANCSA failed to 

generate meaningful improvements in most villagers’ lives and “retribalization” fever took hold 

across rural Alaska, however, many Native leaders came to view tribal control over natural 

resources—and the profits they could potentially generate—as an obvious path out of poverty 

and free of ANCSA’s uncertainties. One village in particular led the way when it attempted to 

lease its land for exploration and capture the revenue for itself—an act of open defiance against 

Juneau as well as a complete rejection of the corporate ANCSA model.  

In July of 1980, in a prelude of its later SCOTUS battle, the tribal government of the 

Gwich’in village of Venetie leased 400,000 acres for oil and gas exploration to an Oklahoma 
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company.179 The village also formally informed the governor at that time that it believed it had 

full authority to pursue its own resource development strategy, as the tribal council, in their view, 

“possess(es) all of the attributes of a sovereign.” In April of 1983, as the tribal sovereignty 

movement was gaining hold across the state, the village announced it would continue to ignore 

existing state law and would lease additional land for exploration. In a letter to the state Attorney 

general, the tribal council asserted  that the village planned to “ignore state taxes and regulations 

when it develops oil on tribal lands, despite (your) opinion that state laws apply.”180 

Venetie was in a somewhat unique position in that the village council unanimously opted 

out of the monetary award of ANCSA, thereby retaining control of its surface and subsurface 

holdings of 1.8 million acres. Only six other villages did this, one of which, Arctic Village, 

subsequently merged its interests with Venetie’s. In every other case throughout the state, the 

regional corporation retained subsurface rights to each village’s potential petroleum resources. 

This exemption was enough to persuade Venetie’s Tribal Government (VTG) that it had the 

authority and capacity to act as a state-within-a-state—certainly as far as leasing its reserves was 

concerned. It quickly became apparent that much more than that was at stake, however. 

Venetie made its politically and economically separatist intentions very clear through its 

spokesperson, Don Wright, who had served as the Alaska Federation of Natives president during 

the ANCSA period and, in that position, had lobbied vigorously for ANCSA’s passage. In his 

new role as mouthpiece of the VTG, Wright reversed that position completely. He no longer 
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viewed ANCSA’s corporate structure as beneficial or even relevant to the village’s interests. Nor 

did he accept that Venetie could only claim such sovereignty because it had refused ANCSA 

compensation—in his view, tribal status had federal recognition and therefore trumped state 

membership across the board, and Venetie’s assertion of political and economic independence 

was a gleaming example for every village to follow. “We have a government-to government 

relationship with the United States,” he insisted in a letter to Alaska’s governor. “Alaska has no 

control over us. We will not be subject to laws of the state.”181 

Unilaterally leasing its reserves to an outside company was already prohibited activity by 

a tribal government, as far as Juneau was concerned. But Wright took it further than that, 

claiming that should development move forward, the state had no right to tax oil production (or 

anything else, for that matter) on tribal land. This prompted Alaska’s attorney general to explain 

to reporters that, in his judgment, natural resource development most certainly would be subject 

to production taxes, no one would ever expect otherwise, and what Venetie was trying to do was 

completely illegal under ANCSA and state law. Wright was unimpressed. As he told the 

Anchorage Daily News: 

“Let them try to collect taxes. We’ll not be bullied by a bunch of ignorant 
lawyers.” State officials who set foot on village lands will be considered 
trespassers, Wright said. “If they try to pressure us into violence, they’ll get 
violence,” he said. The Venetie oil leases are thus shaping up as a key test of how 
much power villages can exert over Native lands under federal Indian law.182 

 

VTG’s early actions, and Wright’s muscular rhetoric defending them, soon emboldened 

other tribal governments across the state to make their own claims that were also grounded in 
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exclusionary membership and political and economic autonomy. These claims ran across cultural 

and geographical lines, and swept quickly across the state. Remarkably, this happened 

completely outside of the existing structure of Native identity and representation, the Alaska 

Federation of Natives, which was viewed by United Tribes leadership as deeply implicated in 

ANCSA’s passage and under the direction of the most powerful ANCs. 

By the time Thomas Berger released his report and the UTA convened in Anchorage in 

1985, a full-fledged wave of tribal sovereignty had taken hold across the state and begun to 

represent a richly developed alternative to state power. The “new tribalism movement,” as the 

press was quick to describe it, captured and channeled the very real frustration and anxiety in 

Native communities on the eve of ANCSA’s original sunset and prescribed termination that was 

scheduled to occur in 1991.183   

The first villages to follow Venetie’s lead simply asserted parallel tribal authority, often 

in the very same physical space as the village municipal government and/or local ANC.184 In 

some cases, residents attempted to dissolve the local state-chartered government and transfer 

assets to the tribal council, as they did in Akiachak. Soon, however, tribal authority began 

asserting itself in other ways, especially citizenship. In the summer of 1982, five hundred miles 

south of Venetie in the Dena’ina village of Tyonek just 50 miles from Anchorage, residents 

pursued their own claim to sovereign immunity in a very different context than Venetie. Citing a 

                                                
183 Particularly the alienation of stock and the free sale of land. I describe this issue in more detail in the 
next section, and how Senator Ted Stevens’ amendments to the Act in 1987 addressed these fears and 
breathed new life into ANCSA. 
 
184 These arrangements persist today; when I visited Kivalina, the tribal government occupies the first 
floor of the same building that the borough and ANC directors work from. In a village of only 220 people, 
siblings and in-laws work at cross-purposes, under different mandates and within different institutions. 
This factional division is an important part of the emergence of vulnerable citizenship and competing 
claims around trauma capital and “resilience” I describe in Chapter Four. 
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village ordinance from the 1940s providing “no white man” may spend more than 24 hours in the 

village without permission, the village council sued in federal court to evict two white families 

from the community, a move they claimed necessary to “guard and foster Native life” in the face 

of encroaching development. “If more and more outside people start coming in and infiltrating 

the village and take control and form a municipality, the village government and the tribe will 

diminish,” a former village president insisted. The Los Angeles Times framed the situation in a 

representative way: “It is nothing less than a dilemma over traditional American notions of 

mobility and freedom versus the preservation of traditional native American cultures.”185 

One of the people facing eviction was an employee of the school. The principal, a white 

man whose place in Tyonek was provisionally protected as a state-installed employee, also 

framed the case as “tradition vs. modernity” in a way that equated Native claims of autonomy as 

at odds with the march of liberal democratic progress. “This area cannot maintain itself as a 

breastwork against encroaching civilization,” he told the New York Times. “It’s not whether it’s 

right or wrong—it’s inevitable. If the natives aren't prepared to cope with the changes, they’ll be 

swept away.”186 

The suit was viewed by the Tyonek village council, on the other hand, as a test of its 

ability to determine membership and control its land. “The natives were here before the United 

States,” its president told the press. “We are a sovereign nation, a sovereign people. … We are 

not a municipality. We are an Indian tribe.”187 

                                                
185 Curry, “Tiny Alaskan Villages Fight for Independence.” 
 
186 AP, “Whites in Alaska Assail Tribal Rule.” 
 
187 AP. 
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In the same moment, in still another corner of the state, 600 miles from Tyonek and in a 

completely different cultural and historical context, the Inupiat community of Kotzebue in 

northwest Alaska followed Venetie’s example and said it, too, would ignore state taxes and rules 

in its efforts to lease some 47,000 acres for oil and gas exploration to outside interests. It also 

enacted its own village ordinance requiring a written Native hiring mandate from any company 

doing business there, as well as asserted the village’s right to kick out any employer who didn’t 

comply.  

All around the state, from every cultural background, Native communities were 

beginning to explicitly test the limits of their self-determination in order to buffer themselves 

against the impersonal, assimilative market forces to which ANCSA had exposed them. And 

they were doing so in remarkably identity-based, exclusionary ways that increased the relative 

value of Native group membership. And they were finding precedent and support for doing so 

primarily in federal courts and legal precedents that overrode state laws and recognized special 

status for citizens of what was legally classified as “Indian Country.”  

In effect, I argue the sovereignty backlash, or Polanyi’s “double movement,” 

commodified Alaska Native identity itself in response to the social, economic, and political 

incentives and anxieties generated by ANCSA. As such, it positioned tribal belonging and tribal 

status strategically in order to leverage federal law to assert economic autonomy and rights of 

membership and self-governance. What had emerged as a seemingly spontaneous wave of self-

determination and social and cultural protectionism that contrasted “traditional” identities and 

institutions (tribal councils in particular) against the encroaching impersonal and profit-driven 

corporate matrix of ANCSA evolved into a full-fledged legal strategy to circumvent state law. 

As such, tribal self-determination began to take shape as an alternative and rival polity that 
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rejected both the ANC model and urban Alaskan institutions of incorporation. As one resident of 

Kotzebue described it: “NANA (the predominant Northwest Arctic ANC) and the borough are 

… a wolf with two heads.”188 

Native groups invoking federal precedent in an attempt to preempt or override state 

jurisdiction—particularly around issues of resource development—was precisely what ANCSA 

was intended to avoid. Juneau’s greatest fear was beginning to come true: if tribal entities simply 

transferred assets out of the corporations and ignored state law, no one had very much capacity 

or legal grounding to actually stop them from doing so.  And ANCSA had unleashed the very 

forces that made tribal identity more salient than ever. 

The challenge for Juneau as the 1991 deadline grew closer was to somehow take the wind 

out of the sovereignty movement’s sails without being being perceived as “anti-Native” and 

further aggravating and corroding the already fragile structures of state authority in Native 

communities. It also faced this challenge in the context of the “third wave” of democratization 

that was sweeping the world at the time and breaking up established orders in favor of new 

ethnically-defined independent states—a phenomenon that was certainly not lost on Native 

leaders, and which explicitly informed UTA’s separatist rhetoric.  

State leaders and Native leaders working through the Alaska Federation of Natives 

accomplished this on three fronts: legislatively, legally, and culturally. First, they softened the 

immediate anxieties of ANCSA by indefinitely extending the sunset provision past the looming 

1991 deadline. They also made a number of amendments to the Act that forged new pathways to 

wealth that didn’t involve control over natural resources, effectively buying off key Native 

leaders.  

                                                
188 Kizzia, “Kotzebue Voters to Decide Fate of New Borough; NANA-Dominated Area Would Be Part of 
Northwest Arctic Borough.” 
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At the same time, the state pursued a legal strategy that aggressively attacked tribal 

sovereignty’s legitimacy at its weakest point: the claim that Native communities under ANCSA 

constituted federal Indian Country. Without recognition as Indian Country, villages could not be 

entitled to the same rights as sovereign American Indian reservations. Separate and special with 

limited rights of self-determination: perhaps. Economically equal standing as a state-within-a-

state with the power to tax and develop resources: no.  

Finally, on a cultural front, both tactics preserved and promoted the commodification of 

Native identity, but also appealed to and mobilized the special and unique distress and 

vulnerability of Native-ness rather than acknowledging its potential political strength. That 

special vulnerability emerged during this period as the basic justification behind the legislative 

exceptionalism and limited legal rights of self-determination that were, in fact, the state’s best 

chance of neutralizing a potent internal challenge to its most essential economic interests. The 

institutional architecture of vulnerable citizenship began, then, as a concession to Alaska Native 

power. But by conferring and recognizing rights and access only as a condition of identity-based 

disadvantage, the new institutional arrangement structured a variety of self-defeating incentives 

across the following two decades. 

This three-pronged strategy—a co-creation of lawmakers, Native leaders, scholars, 

bureaucrats, and journalists—was effectively an end-run around the incipient double-movement 

that breathed new life into ANCSA. 
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3.4 From strength-based claims to vulnerability-based claims: disarming the rival 

sovereign 

“The road they’re on now is the road to the destruction of statehood…We do not have the 
sovereignty movement in Alaska. We do not have sovereign tribes.” —Sen. Ted Stevens 

 

For Ted Stevens, Alaska’s senior senator, ANCSA’s failures were intensely personal. As 

one of the legislation’s primary visionaries and architects, the prospect of the tribal sovereignty 

movement gaining steam was something Stevens truly believed would tear the state apart. He 

understood quite well—perhaps better than any other statewide leader at the time—the 

connection between the retribalization movement and the failure of ANCSA to provide the 

economic security it had promised.  

By the mid-1980s the tension had built to the point the entire Alaska congressional 

delegation, but particularly Stevens, were convinced they needed to make adjustments to 

ANCSA to keep the corporations solvent. At the same time, certain ANCs had profited 

immensely under the ANCSA regime, and they had an increasingly powerful lobby in AFN. This 

confluence of pressures ultimately led to the “1987 amendments” to the Act, sweeping changes 

to ANCSA that were presented by the full Alaskan congressional delegation as a united front but 

primarily authored by Stevens and AFN.  

The first and best-known of these amendments was to eliminate the 1991 deadline and 

preserve fundamental protections on ANCSA stock and land ownership. Under the new rules, 

stock restrictions could be lifted by a majority vote of shareholders, but would no longer be 

eliminated automatically. Protections on land ownership and use were similarly extended by the 

amendments; undeveloped Native-owned land could not be lost to creditors, even in the event of 

corporate bankruptcy or dissolution.   
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The amendments also included a variety of economic provisions that fundamentally 

altered ANCSA’s mandate. The most immediately impactful of these was a revision of the 

United States tax code that allowed ANCs to sell their operating losses to other for-profit 

corporations, who were then permitted to write those losses off on their own taxes. ANCs were 

the only corporations allowed by the federal government to do so. “It’s on the basis of a social 

justice concept, not a tax justice concept,” Stevens explained. “This infusion of capital [will] 

allow many Native corporations to put their houses in order.” An Anchorage attorney called the 

tax loophole “the new ANCSA. …a second chance.”189 

The tax amendment provided immediate relief to struggling ANCs. Bering Straits Native 

Corporation sold $50 million of net losses to a construction company right away. Others 

followed suit: Doyon intentionally created a paper loss by selling the rights to an asbestos 

deposit, then sold those losses to the Marriott Corporation and the Campbell Soup Company for 

$77 million. The windfalls from the loss sales translated into dividend checks to shareholders—

in many cases, their first checks to arrive into village residents’ hands since ANCSA’s passage 

fifteen years before. 

The direct infusion of cash into the villages drove a predictable spending frenzy on goods 

and services. In the village of Kake, which sold its losses to Pillsbury, dividends averaged 

$15,000. “It’s like Christmas all over again,” said one resident. “Everybody is smiling.”190    

The loss dividends, however, carried an additional cost: they incentivized short-term, 

fast-track development deals that rapidly devastated traditional rural resources even as the checks 

in the mail went toward the purchase of “modern” goods and services. The deals therefore 

                                                
189 Benton, “Native Corporations Employ Exemption from Tax Revision Legislation to Turn Losses into 
Cash: Beating the Tax Man.” 
 
190 Scagliotti, “Cash Flows Into Village.” 
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undermined the practice of subsistence at the same time they undermined the capacity for 

subsistence by burning off resources at “fire-sale prices.”191 Once those resources were gone—as 

they were in ANC-controlled territory within the Tongass National Forest within a few short 

years—the once sky-high dividends again dwindled. 

Perhaps the most significant economic change in the 1997 amendments, however, and the 

adjustment that would have the longest-reaching consequences over time, was an innovation 

spearheaded by Stevens that created a preference for Native businesses in government contracts. 

Stevens included Alaska Native Corporations in the class of minority-owned small businesses 

that could benefit from no-bid federal contracting—a civil rights-era program designed to give 

small disadvantaged businesses a boost when first starting out. The ANC preference, however, 

was uniquely protected by Congress with Stevens’ changes. Alaska Native Corporations were 

now considered permanently disadvantaged, by law—the only group to receive such a 

designation, and therefore guaranteed unlimited access to federal contracts as a result.  

While limited in its scope at first, over the next decade the Small Business 

Administration 8(a) Business Development Program exploded into an immense boon for non-

Native consultants, with very little of the benefits actually accruing to Native shareholders. 

Alaska Native firms now account for over a quarter of all federal contracting dollars—deals that 

represent billions of dollars per year. Individual ANCs rank among the top firms receiving 

federal contracts, keeping company with the likes of Boeing and Bechtel. While the program has 

profoundly enriched a handful of Native leaders and a great number of non-Native consultants, 

the average benefit of the federal contract explosion to an Alaska Native shareholder is about 

                                                
191 Mitchell, Take My Land, Take My Life: The Story of Congress’s Historic Settlement of Alaska Native 
Land Claims, 1960-1971, 518. 
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$615 annually, according to the most recent Government Accountability Office investigation in 

2016.192 

As I trace in greater detail in the following chapter, the SBA 8(a) contracting rules 

transformed the ANCs into something quite different from what ANCSA originally envisioned—

and not at all what villages expected or were promised. Moreover, as ANCs grew into enormous 

Beltway businesses with less and less of a presence in rural Alaska, the concomitant process of 

the legal war against Indian Country through the valorization of informal realms of “local 

affairs” left villages nominally more autonomous even as their practical power and capacity only 

decreased.  

The limits of tribal sovereignty—and the eventual demise of Indian Country status in 

Alaska—were definitively determined in 1998 by State of Alaska v. Venetie. The case began in 

1987, at the same moment Stevens was submitting his amendments to Congress, when Venetie 

took another decisive step in the direction of economic independence under its self-claimed 

authority as Indian Country. The Venetie Tribal Government submitted a tax invoice to a 

contractor that the state of Alaska had hired to build a school in the village. The contractor—and 

the state—refused to pay VTG’s $161,000 bill for doing business on tribal land, and Venetie 

attempted to collect in tribal court. In the decade it took for Venetie’s claim to make it all the 

way to the Supreme Court, the shape of tribal authority was vigorously contested and debated as 

the defining feature of Alaska Native citizenship.  

Venetie’s attempt to exert municipal powers of taxation unleashed, for the first time, a 

full-fledged anti-sovereignty movement across white, urban Alaska, and the issue quickly 

emerged as a hot button topic in Juneau and throughout the state. In one heated moment, Al 

                                                
192 “Alaska Native Corporations: Oversight Weaknesses Continue to Limit SBA’s Ability To Monitor 
Compliance With 8(a) Program Requirements.” 
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Vezey, a legislator from North Pole, called Native sovereignty “an absolute evil” on the floor of 

the State House.193 Other legislators proposed—and very nearly passed—a measure to punitively 

bar state funding to any village run by a tribal government. A candidate for governor 

complained: “when I first came up here 30 years ago, everyone was proud to be an Alaskan. 

Now the impression is people are being taught to be more proud of being Native than of being an 

Alaskan.”194 

Crucially, the anti-sovereignty movement did not insist upon full paternalistic state 

oversight of local Native affairs. No one wanted that—not even legislators like Vezey. Rather, it 

demanded something else: concrete rules around Native citizenship that paid lip service to 

Native “identity” while neutralizing any kind of serious potential economic or political 

competition with Juneau.  

Over the decade of the Venetie battle, as the state relentlessly pursued the defeat of 

Indian Country in Alaska, that vision of Native citizenship was embraced among the state elite 

very clearly and consistently. The new rules of the game were summarized by the state attorney 

general Charles Cole at a public meeting in the Native village of Barrow (Utqiagvik): 

 

Some things which you in the villages need cannot be done right except by using 
statewide authority. For example, fish and game cannot be effectively managed if every 
village makes its own rules and decides what laws it will obey. The state must also insure 
that property which belongs to all Alaskans, for example, our oil and gas lands, are not 
subjected to unreasonable burdens by a local village. And we must safeguard the right of 

                                                
193 I was working as a legislative aide to the now-mayor of Anchorage at the time, and happened to be 
sitting in the legislative gallery during this particular debate. The news accounts do not capture the 
general consensus around the statement. A few (mostly Native) legislators protested, but the sense in 
Juneau at the time was that sovereignty was unthinkable and Vezey was just saying what most people 
believed. If I were a different kind of social scientist, I could certainly pursue an ethnography of that time 
and the discussions among other legislators after hours and the depth of anti-tribalist sentiment that 
dominated in Juneau. 
 
194 Kizzia, “Republicans Aim to Deny Funds to Tribal Governments.” 
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all Alaskans to a voice in local government; it goes against the grain of our National 
Constitution to allow a government for a Native group to enforce its laws against other 
local residents who have no say in the election of that government. I think the vast 
majority of Native Alaskans would agree with that…If we act together to work on these 
problems, while recognizing each other’s real concerns, I have no doubt that we can find 
new and better ways to improve village life. We will find ways to give local people 
authority over local matters and we will find new and better ways to bring prosperity to 
villages while preserving the best of traditional life.”195 
  

Stevens echoed Cole, demarcating realms of appropriate and inappropriate Native 

oversight and control and reiterating Juneau’s institutional supremacy. “There’s an opportunity 

for us to recognize village areas need extra powers so they can deal with problems like alcohol,” 

he told the Juneau Empire in an interview about the Venetie case. “But they do not need 

sovereignty powers so they can evict non-Natives off their land.”  

The speaker of the house in Juneau, Gail Phillips, agreed: “We can go back to the table 

and say what is it that the state is doing wrong that you feel disenfranchised and what can we do 

to help? But not acquiescing to tribes and tribal sovereignty, because that is not part of our 

heritage in Alaska.”196 

When Stevens submitted the first draft of the 1987 ANCSA amendments, some Native 

leaders were quick to interpret them as pro-tribal sovereignty—a conclusion that prompted 

Stevens and Alaska’s other senator at the time, Frank Murkowski, to great lengths to explicitly 

and repeatedly insulate the legislation from any such intent. “I do not intend to support any 

legislation that would foster, in any manner or form, sovereignty,” Murkowski insisted at an 

                                                
195 Zellen, Breaking the Ice: From Land Claims to Tribal Sovereignty in the Arctic, 94. 
 
196 Kizzia, “State Natives Claim Sovereignty Powers at AFN.” Emphasis mine.  
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early amendment hearing. “I do not support tribal sovereignty. If you can get there from here, we 

need to clarify it so you can’t get there from here.”197 

Stevens repeated the key points in an editorial he sent to newspapers throughout the state 

in 1986 in which he explained the purpose and scope of the proposed amendments. “I oppose the 

creation by federal action of any additional claims of sovereignty in Alaska. The Alaska 

Statehood Act vested sovereignty in our new state—no subsequent federal action should attempt 

to diminish the state of Alaska’s authority.”198 

By 1991, together these important shifts to “save ANCSA” had completely remade the 

institutional landscape once again. By explicitly combating the legal, economic, and political 

claims of tribal sovereignty while affording Native leadership (through the ANCs) forms of 

access and economic opportunity that concentrated capital largely outside of the villages, the 

“new ANCSA” ultimately left tribal governments with increased responsibility and decreased 

capacity. 

In practical effect, village Alaska went into the 1990s in a state of isolation and informal 

segregation in the name of self-determination and autonomy. Confronted with its own 

“Balkanization” crisis, state elites began speaking the language of Native exceptionalism—

acknowledging and even encouraging cultural autonomy. But by de facto creating a racially-

defined, ascriptively autonomous state within a state—or more precisely, over 200 of them—

Juneau also had to walk a careful line. Alaska Native claims rooted in strength, independence, 

and competence, if consistently recognized and permitted, threatened to effectively generate a 

competitive alternative to state authority over time. In order to prevent the emergence of genuine 
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tribal sovereignty—and potentially a fully-empowered internal economic rival—Native 

irresponsibility, disadvantage, generational trauma, and vulnerability became the primary lens 

through which urban policy makers, journalists, scholars, and bureaucrats viewed, categorized, 

and valued Native authority.  

By the end of the ANCSA period and adaptation phase, a new social safety net had taken 

the place of the economic and political threat represented by the first-wave backlash of 

“retribalization.” The emergence of that safety net was no accident; it was the result of deliberate 

policy efforts by state and Native elites to stabilize contestation and volatility in the middle of an 

enormous petroleum boom. The safety net addressed and resolved immediate anxieties 

throughout village Alaska by protecting tribal land and transferring significant but short-lived 

dividends to impoverished shareholders through corporate tax write-offs. Most importantly, 

however, it formally institutionalized the status of Alaska Natives as permanently and ethnically 

“disadvantaged.”  

Chapter Four traces the implications of this designation of permanent disadvantage, and 

shows how the state’s exclusive recognition of Native claims grounded in distress continued, 

post-ANCSA, to corrode tribal forms of authority, decision-making, and community well-being. 

In three areas in particular: crime, addiction, and suicide—the very informal and localized realms 

of Native jurisdiction that the legal battle against Indian Country still permitted—distress-based 

recognition also served to demonstrate the apparent irresponsibility of Native communities as 

well as the inability of tribal institutions to successfully govern and manage even relatively 

minor local affairs. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

“ESKIMO ARMAGEDDON” 1991-2008 

 

 

“The state is not in the villages.”199 
 
“Native people [have] lost control of their own communities and of their children’s lives. The 
assumption that people cannot do for themselves, if continued long enough, becomes a self-
fulfilling prophecy.” 200 
 
 

4.1. From a disadvantaged class to a traumatized people: the shadow of “resilience” 

 

In February of 1988, the Anchorage Daily News published the first installment of a Pulitzer 

Prize-winning eight-part series of articles about Alaska Natives and village life titled “A People 

In Peril: A Generation in Despair.” The series opened with the following grim indictment of 

Native life: 

Something is stalking the village people.  
 
Across the state, the Eskimos, Indians, and Aleuts of Bush Alaska are dying in 
astonishing numbers. By suicide, accident, and other untimely, violent means, death is 
stealing the heart of a generation and painting the survivors with despair. ... Life has 
become equal parts violence, disintegration, and despair. An epidemic of suicide, 
murder, and self-destruction threatens to overwhelm [Alaska Natives.] ...This is Eskimo 
Armageddon.201 

 

“A People In Peril” both represented and significantly advanced the exaggerated, crisis-forward 

policy frame of disadvantage, despair, and vulnerability that by 1988 had become the primary 

                                                
199 Tribal elder Eddie Frank, quoted in Gilbert, “No Celebration: Not All Alaska Natives Cheered 
ANCSA at 40.” 
 
200 Alaska Commission on Rural Governance and Empowerment, “Commission on Rural Governance and 
Empowerment: Final Report to the Governor.” (22). 
 
201 Weaver and Postman, “A People in Peril.” 
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way policy makers, journalists, bureaucrats, and even key Native leaders spoke about and 

publicly constructed the everyday struggle of Native life. It was an unmistakable shift of political 

and popular attention away from the previously ascendant promise and potential of Native 

institutions—enough potential to put Juneau in a panic about tribal sovereignty just a few years 

before—and firmly toward the problems and failures of tribal self-governance.  

 This distress frame was, I argue, no accident. It emerged from two simultaneous 

developments that followed the peak of tribal separatism in the early 1980s. The first came from 

within the Native community itself, and the second was a response by urban (non-Native) elites 

to the “specter” of Native sovereignty and its competitive claims on petroleum reserves and other 

natural resources. I will address each of these in turn, and then in the following sections show 

how the distress frame was deployed by both Native and non-Native actors across three primary 

social dimensions—crime, alcohol abuse, and suicide—to valorize adversity and ultimately 

perpetuate ineffective institutions and leave Native communities more isolated and vulnerable to 

crisis, including the climate crisis. 202 

 

 

 

 

                                                
202 To be sure, the distress frame is certainly not unique to Alaska Natives—it is drawn from and 
contributes to broader assessments of historical trauma in American Indian populations. A recent analysis 
in the Washington Post echoes nearly identical language to the “People in Peril” series, and there are 
countless other examples: “A toxic collection of pathologies—poverty, unemployment, domestic 
violence, sexual assault, alcoholism and drug addiction—has seeped into the lives of young people among 
the nation’s 566 tribes. Reversing their crushing hopelessness, Indian experts say, is one of the biggest 
challenges for these communities.” Of those 566 distinct tribes, it is worth noting that 229 are in Alaska. I 
address the implications of this theoretical framework (as well as where and why it may not apply) for 
other indigenous populations in the U.S. and Latin America in the conclusion. 
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Moral capital and “trauma capital” 

I argue throughout the previous chapter that the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) 

effectively stripped Native villages of meaningful socio-economic hierarchies—particularly by 

the time of the 1987 Amendments, which insulated villages from market pressures and also 

eliminated any inherent competitive pressure within the community that would otherwise 

allocate relative social status and value. ANCSA first gutted those traditional, subsistence-rooted 

hierarchies by reinventing villages as overnight market economies. The 1987 amendments to 

ANCSA then subsequently eliminated competitive market pressures as well by indefinitely 

protecting and insulating Native land, labor, and capital from competitive pressures behind a 

safety net of legally and politically codified vulnerability—the “permanent disadvantage” 

designation advanced by Senator Stevens. 

 In the absence of both traditional and market-based social hierarchies, I argue that the 

locus of social status in Native villages shifted to evidence of righteous struggle in the face of 

ongoing adversity and trauma—a process that I argue is a form of what Jennifer Sherman and 

others have described as the development of symbolic or, specifically, “moral capital.”203 I build 

on this concept and identify its operation in Alaska in the rise of “resilience” as the ultimate 

measure of Native success and well-being. 

 Jennifer Sherman first develops the concept of moral capital in her study of a post-boom 

logging town in the Pacific Northwest. She describes how people who live in close-knit 

communities without other systems of visible status or social hierarchies turn toward signals of 

relative moral standing as a way of “continuing to conceive of themselves as personally 

                                                
203 Sherman, Those Who Work, Those Who Don’t: Poverty, Morality, and Family in Rural America; 
Lamont, “Meaning-Making in Cultural Sociology: Broadening Our Agenda.”; Bourdieu, Language and 
Symbolic Power. 
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successful” after suffering significant social and/or economic shocks. Under such circumstances, 

she finds, “being able to illustrate your moral fortitude in the face of struggle [becomes] as 

important as having a high income.”204 These signals of fortitude constitute moral capital— 

“external exhibitions of one’s morality according to locally constructed norms and 

understandings.”205   

 For Sherman, moral capital emerges in a vacuum of other reliable and agreed-upon 

markers of social status. It “becomes a dominant social force and social boundary marker 

precisely in places…which are relatively homogenous and lacking in sufficient other sources 

upon which to base social distinctions.”206 In the anonymous town at the center of her study, that 

homogeneity is racial and ethnic but also economic. The citizens of “Golden Valley” are all 

equally impoverished. Unemployment is near-total. In this context, she finds that social value is 

predominantly signaled through a refusal to accept hand-outs and other social displays of self-

reliance. 

 The context in Alaska Native communities is somewhat different. It is not a post-boom 

environment where most residents once had good jobs and economic security and no longer do. 

It is, rather, a context of failed development efforts at the hands of the state—and the perceived 

consequences of those failures for contemporary Native life. As such, I argue that moral fortitude 

in Alaska Native communities is primarily experienced and signaled through the signaling of 

“resilience”—a concept that has roots in a variety of disciplines from psychology to ecology. 

Specific definitions of resilience across disciplines vary, but it is generally used to describe an 
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individual or a system’s capacity to absorb, adapt to, or “bounce back” from some manner of 

disturbance.  

 What distinguishes resilience from other signals of righteous moral character, however, is 

its interdependence with adversity. It does not and cannot exist without it. The American 

Psychological Association defines resilience as “adaptation in the face of adversity, trauma, 

tragedy, threats, or significant sources of stress.” In their volume “Social Resilience in the Neo-

liberal Era,” Hall and Lamont define social resilience as “the capacity of groups of people bound 

together in an organization, class, racial group, community, or nation to sustain and advance their 

well-being in the face of challenges.”207  Other definitions follow this same general formula. 

 In the last two decades, resilience has emerged as the central measure of individual and 

social well-being in studies of “distressed” populations. But as its definition implies and its 

conceptual deployment in such studies demonstrates, “resilience,” while embraced and 

celebrated by many as a universal indicator of well-being, requires a contrasting context of 

struggle and adversity in order to be meaningful.208 Indeed, “resilience” is consistently paired 

with “vulnerability” in a conceptual dance, particularly in inquiries that are interested in social 

responses to disaster and environmental distress. It is difficult, if not impossible, to find a serious 

study of the social dynamics of the climate crisis or developmental stagnation in general in rural 

Alaska that does not utilize this conceptual frame.209 Resilience—identified and measured in a 

                                                
207 Hall and Lamont, Social Resilience in the Neoliberal Era. 
 
208 See e.g. Antonovsky's concept of the “pathogenic” focus: “Resilience theory has its roots in the study 
of adversity and an interest in how adverse life experiences impact harmfully on people….a ‘pathogenic’ 
focus.” Antonovsky, “The Salutogenic Model as a Theory to Guide Health Promotion.” 
 
209 See e.g. “Talking and Not Talking about Climate Change,” “Kivalina: A Climate Change Story,” 
“Forced Migration of Alaskan Indigenous Communities,” and many other examples. This dissertation 
itself received funding and was originally conceived firmly within this frame as well, to the point of 
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variety of ways by a variety of actors—is by far the most common variable used to predict 

positive outcomes in rural Alaska, and an enormous academic-bureaucratic-industrial complex 

has emerged to define, redefine, assess, and nourish it. 

 In this context, little confers greater social esteem within the community than signals of 

“successfully” grappling with the significant challenges of rural life, particularly given the 

existence of historical trauma. Those signals are also the same signals that are most easily 

leveraged for both internal and external resources. But there is a catch. Resilience is a market, 

and its currency is adversity. Resilience’s value is inexorably pinned to adversity, struggle, 

instability, and, above all else, persistent trauma. Resilience—and social status by extension—

therefore effectively relies on evidence of distress and trauma in order to ground its moral 

authority. In village Alaska, there is real, significant social status that accompanies the 

perception of living with struggle and adversity, and there is very little status to be found in 

anything else.  

 As a distinct form of moral capital that is premised on signals of living in a condition of 

persistent, permanent distress, I call this set of social rules “trauma capital.” Where typical moral 

capital as defined by Sherman is forward-looking and revolves around identifying capacities and 

creating possibilities for mutual aid, trauma capital requires continued evidence that community 

members exist in a sustained state of distress and woundedness. The source of moral authority 

therefore shifts—not so much how one responds to a crisis as much as who one becomes as a 

result of a crisis. As such, it pits development against identity in a losing battle: ultimately, 

stagnation wins. As Olga Shevchenko writes, “a chronic crisis may become the very essence of a 

community’s identity—a mode of living and a way of self-imagining without which the 

                                                
spending a year at the University of Alaska’s Resilience and Adaptation Program, where I was a visiting 
scholar immersed in this literature and academic worldview.  
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community is inconceivable.” 210 In Shevchenko’s study, she finds that early post-Soviet Russia 

was subject to a “quotidian narrative of crisis” that shaped collective perceptions that any 

positive events were an exception. In such a social context, trauma becomes a social resource—

perhaps even the primary social resource.  

 This rise of trauma capital constitutes the final stage in the captive inclusion process, 

which I call stagnation. In stagnation, the focus of internal and external developmental efforts 

shift from economic to moral and ideational. This stage does not necessarily require trauma 

capital per se, but it does imply that social status in the community in question has become 

delinked from traditional or market-based competitive processes and shifted to the assessment of 

moral or civic character. In stagnation, the barriers to economic development and idealized 

citizenship become one and the same. Something essential about the people themselves is broken 

that must first be healed, and social and economic inequality is expected—both within vulnerable 

communities as much as outside of them—until that healing occurs. 

  

“These places are too dysfunctional to govern.” 211 

 

The emergence of trauma capital in Native communities was, I argue, a culturally and 

historically contextualized response to the status vacuum left by ANCSA and, in particular, its 

1987 amendments. Absent both traditional and market-based processes within which individuals 

could locate meaning, significance, or the sort of continuity of personal success that Anthony 

                                                
210 Shevchenko, Crisis and the Everyday in Postsocialist Moscow, 3. 
 
211 This phrase comes from an off-the-record comment made by a long-serving Alaskan politician, and 
was part of a discussion about alcohol management in Alaska Native villages. 
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Giddens identifies as “ontological security,” those personal and social needs found new 

expression in trauma and recognition in the market of “resilience” that arose around it.212  

 That market was not an isolated phenomenon, but rather a dynamic solution to the 

unresolved dilemma of Native citizenship. It was informed and shaped by both external 

economic and political constraints as much as internal norms and historical narratives. As the 

following sections demonstrate, through the “quotidian narrative of crisis” that came to 

encapsulate the imagination of Native Alaska, the internal and external, Native and non-Native, 

mutually informed, incentivized, and reinforced one another. Ultimately, trauma capital and the 

resilience market were embraced and deployed by non-Native elites in ways that signaled 

historical atonement and Native empowerment—even as in practice they justified laissez faire, 

“benign neglect” policies and Native isolation that contributed to the persistence of poor social 

outcomes.  

 From the time of the 1987 ANCSA amendments forward, non-Native elites across the 

state enthusiastically adopted the language of trauma capital. The emerging resilience market 

embraced, decontextualized, exaggerated, and co-commodified Native trauma and adversity—

and, critically, identified historical trauma and colonial intrusion as most disruptive of traditional 

systems of identity and meaning. Bureaucratizing and pathologizing Native life and institutions 

soon became big business in Alaska. Concrete rewards of professional status, job security, and 

direct economic benefits accrued to lawmakers, journalists, bureaucrats, and academics who 

devoted their careers to questions of Native community development using the trauma and 

                                                
212 Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age. I note here that this 
theory of trauma capital and moral capital more generally adds complexity and social relation processes 
to work that identifies “idleness” as the primary variable of interest in such populations. See, e.g. Powers, 
“Transitions into Idleness among White, Black, and Hispanic Youth: Some Determinants and Policy 
Implications of Weak Labor Force Attachment”; and Woo and Sakamoto, “Racial and Ethnic 
Differentials in Idleness, Highest-Risk Idleness, and Dropping out of High School.”) 
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resilience framework.213  Lawmakers leveraged Native adversity to signal progressive values and 

Native solidarity to their constituency. The press leveraged it to sell more papers. By the early 

2000s, the trauma and resilience framework had given rise to an entire academic-bureaucratic 

resiliency industrial complex: a vast network of public, private, and academic enterprise that 

emerged around “big beautiful problems and big beautiful goals.” 214 

 As the central perpetrator of increasingly salient historical trauma, the state’s role in the 

resilience economy moved away from anything resembling direct policy intervention or 

management and into that of a generally sympathetic outsider. Laissez-faire Native policies were 

an atonement for past sins and overreach. Yet at the same time, vigorous state-led efforts to 

defeat local tribal sovereignty continued throughout the 1990s. Urban elites remained deeply 

troubled by the prospect of meaningful tribal self-determination and its implications for control 

over petroleum resources. The state’s case against Venetie was the legal and political plumline 

behind that effort, which was finally resolved by the SCOTUS decision in 1998. Before and after 

the Venetie decision was official, however, villages were effectively forbidden from self-

governing even as they were expected to do so. 

 This chapter explores how across three “informal” areas in particular—violent crime 

(especially sexual crime), alcohol abuse, and suicide—the state has repeatedly abdicated its role 

under the banner of tribal empowerment even as villages confront near-impossible challenges of 

self-management without meaningful autonomy, funding or support. This compromise of 

trauma-informed quasi-sovereignty has normalized tragic social consequences as simply part of 

                                                
213  Indeed, as mentioned before: in early drafts that envisioned this as a study of “the determinants of 
social resilience,” this dissertation received funding and support from the National Science Foundation, 
the Social Science Research Council, and the University of Alaska, among others. 
 
214 Easterly, The White Man’s Burden: Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done so Much Ill and 
so Little Good. 
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the Native condition that, until resolved, foreclose any reasonable expectation of full economic 

inclusion and parity.  

 

A note on methodology 

 

Methodologically, this study draws on over a decade of both formal and informal fieldwork and 

participant observation, including more than four years of participant observation (and 

participation) as legislative and executive staff in Juneau. As I describe in Chapter One, among 

other duties during my time in Juneau, I was responsible for drafting the language and selecting 

the images the governor and the legislative leadership used to communicate with and about 

Alaska Natives. Not only did I participate directly in shaping and disseminating official 

narratives—both in Juneau and as a journalist in Anchorage during the same period—but I was 

also exposed to and entrusted with unofficial narratives behind closed doors in those same 

arenas. Both experiences—the official and the unofficial—inform one another and together 

constitute the foundation of my theory of captive inclusion, and of trauma capital specifically.  

 In Juneau as well as in newsrooms in Anchorage, the “othering” of Native Alaskan 

people and institutions was no abstract concept. The common perception of rampant 

drunkenness, senseless violence, total dysfunction, and overall incompetence in villages—and 

the ways in which that chaos and incompetence rendered Alaska Natives unfit subjects—was the 

predominant tone of any “real talk” about rural development. Public performances of solidarity, 

cultural deference, and Native empowerment—governors posing in kuspuks, arms thrown 

around elders in front of fish racks—were winkingly self-aware, fodder for paternalistic 
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sympathy at best and racialized contempt and disdain in Juneau’s offices (and after hours in its 

bars) at its worst.  

 As a front-row observer of the processes I am identifying here, I want to point out that as 

trauma capital and the resilience economy has become more and more institutionalized, its 

existence remains unspeakable. Not unobservable—this is not a case of “invisible power 

exchanges” in a broadly Foucauldian sense. These power exchanges are absolutely observable, 

but explicitly disavowed by many key stakeholders. The dynamics I am describing are a very 

real and socioeconomically determinative set of social relations that exist within Native 

communities and also mediate between Native communities and the state. This study is able to 

take only the very first steps toward identifying an empirically grounded and testable theory of 

trauma capital.215  

 The role of social “narrative” is not the kind of variable that political science tends to take 

particularly seriously, especially to explain something as concrete as persistent economic 

underdevelopment. This is, in my view, a loss to comparative politics. Implicit, unspoken 

bargains and contracts that define social relations between groups and the state along shared 

narratives can and do have tremendous effects. Moreover, knowledge and expectation of these 

contracts are shared informally and totally openly among bureaucrats, journalists, and 

lawmakers—but only among those “in the know.”216 The observations I was able to make of 

these processes came directly as a result of my status as trusted in-group member: an urban white 

                                                
215 I was a staff aide for the now-mayor of Anchorage when he was a freshman state representative in 
1997-2000, and as discussed in the introduction I also served as the governor’s primary point person on 
Native communications during that period. I also freelanced regularly and was intermittently full-time 
staff on both of Anchorage’s two major newspapers, the Anchorage Daily News and the Anchorage Press.  
 
216 Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination; Williams, The Alchemy 
of Race and Rights. 
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woman among urban white legislators discussing the tragic plight of Native people in far-off 

villages very few of us had actually visited, or ever would. Later, I participated in similar 

discussions as a white woman in a white newsroom with very similar dynamics and 

observations. Processes that are informal and not necessarily directly observable—

simultaneously brazen and covert—rarely receive full attention in studies of social phenomena, 

particularly those of the “big, slow-moving” ilk.217 

 I do not intend in this study in any way to dismiss or erase the importance of trauma, 

including historical and generational trauma. The history of Alaska Native villages and the 

reality of contemporary village life is indeed shaped by trauma, and profoundly so. But I also do 

not assign the trauma itself causal power here. Rather, my intention is to demonstrate how 

trauma and resilience are the dominant frames through which many villagers view themselves 

and their communities, and the frames through which the state views them. As such, I want to 

explore how those frames generate and mediate social status, recognition, and value—within 

Native communities as well as outside of them.   

 

Institutional stagnation and full captive inclusion: toward vulnerable citizenship 

 

The heart of my argument in this dissertation is that captive inclusion is the end result of a big, 

slow-moving-process 218 between the state and a racially or ethnically distinct internal 

population—in this case, Alaska Natives—that results in persistent socioeconomic stagnation 

                                                
217 Pierson, Politics in Time: History, Institutions, and Social Analysis. Pierson points out such things are 
unobservable in any given moment, but taken as a long process we can begin to discern the shape of 
history. 
 
218 Pierson.  
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and underdevelopment.219 It is an equilibrium that satisfies two things: a state that has given up 

on a seemingly impossible “problem” population, and a sub-polity that profoundly mistrusts or is 

even hostile toward state intrusion that seeks some kind of autonomy, however dysfunctional. It 

is a state of developmental detente around mutual inaction. 

 Captive inclusion renders traditional economic development moot, and replaces it with 

the task of moral transformation. In Alaska’s case, the “healing” of historical and contemporary 

trauma and distress has decisively superseded any attempts at meaningful economic or 

institutional reform. The result is a social and political equilibrium that creates its own market 

according to its own logic and rules: one in which status within the village and direct transfers 

from the state are both traded for the displays of trauma, distress, and imperilment. What 

remains—and must remain—unspoken is that the continued success of that market requires 

permanent distress. Whether it is in the form of a direct economic benefit in the case of state 

elites wary of tribal competition over petroleum resources, or accrued social status in the form of 

“resilience” within village hierarchies, at every turn captive inclusion incentivizes and rewards 

continued evidence of an intractably traumatized Native population that is “too dysfunctional to 

govern.” 

 My analysis here admittedly draws in part on a broadly neo-Marxist literature that 

explores the “fetishization” or “commodification” of poverty and suffering and the ways in 

which that process serves to reify existing power structures.220 I depart sharply from that 

                                                
 
219 I briefly explore in the conclusion whether racial/ethnic “otherness” is a necessary component of the 
captive inclusion process; I believe that it likely is. 
 
220 See, e.g.: Jatau, “Western Media’s Commodification and Consumption of African Women: A Review 
of Three News Channels”; Hooks, “Culture to Culture: Ethnography and Cultural Studies as Critical 
Intervention.” 
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literature, however, by demonstrating that this was most certainly not a one-sided, neo-colonial 

power play, but a two-way process that required interdependent social processes and confers 

meaningful and tangible benefits to all actors, including Native elites.  

 This following sections take a closer look at the three most significant realms of local 

governance that were effectively abandoned by the state and devolved to Native management, 

and the failures of which have been consistently leveraged by both Native leaders as well as state 

elites as evidence of Native incompetence behind the “traumatized subject” paradigm. 

 

 
4.2 “From criminal to cop and back again:” the Native criminal and the failure of self-
policing 
 
“They could not report the assault to police because [he] was the police.”221 

“The fastest way to get law enforcement here is to shoot a moose.”222  
 
Overall, the state of Alaska has the highest violent crime rate in the nation—over twice the 

national average.223 That number is driven largely by sexual assault, which is more than three 

times higher than the national average, and six times higher than the national average for 

children. Those are the aggregated statewide rates, not the rural rates. In rural communities, it’s 

estimated that Alaska Native women are nearly ten times more likely to be a victim of sexual 

assault. Several analyses have concluded that, accounting for the systemic underreporting 

                                                
221 Hopkins, “From Criminal to Cop, and Back Again, in Alaska’s Most Vulnerable Villages.” 
 
222 “In Remote Villages,  Little Protection  for Alaska Natives.” 
 
223 804 violent crimes per 100,000 people, according to University of Alaska data. 
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common to sexual violence, the chances of an Alaska Native woman experiencing sexual assault 

throughout her lifetime are well over 60%, and in some communities can approach 100%.224 

 In the face of such data, it is perhaps not surprising that the narrative of lawless rural 

Alaska—a unpredictable, terrifying place of unforgiving environmental and interpersonal risk—

is routinely invoked by a variety of actors, and that sexual violence in particular is very often at 

the center of that narrative. The landscape and its horrors merge into a single, terrifying blur in 

the urban imagination. A recent cover story in the Atlantic decried the “Rape Culture in the 

Alaskan Wilderness.” The Business Insider warns that “Alaska is a Terrifying Place to be the 

Victim of a Crime” and asks “Why is Alaska So Dangerous?” The governor announced an 

“epidemic” of rural sexual assault in 2014. The New York Times called it a “Culture of Sorrow” 

in 2007. Vice asked in 2016: “When a Woman is Raped in Rural Alaska, Does Anyone Care?” 225 

 The stories of sexual assault in villages are very often genuinely harrowing and 

invariably characterized by salacious details that, especially within the broader context of 

alcoholic unpredictability, emphasize the unique chaos and terror of life in a lawless, brutal 

wilderness. The Atlantic article is representative:  

 
“In a state where hundreds of roadless communities are scattered across hundreds of 
thousands of miles, and where the storied rates of violence against women can hit 100 
percent in some villages, silence is the norm, and violence is almost expected. Says 
detective Vandervalk, ‘You’ll get a Native girl who says, ‘My mom always tells me to 
wear two pairs of jeans at night to slow him down.’’’226 

                                                
224 Rosay, “Violence against American Indian and Alaska Native Women and Men: 2010 Findings from 
the National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey.” Oetzel and Duran, “Intimate Partner Violence 
in American Indian and/or Alaska Native Communities: A Social Ecological Framework of Determinants 
and Interventions.” 
 
225 Bernard, “Rape Culture in the Alaskan Wilderness”; Adwar, “Alaska Is A Terrifying Place To Be The 
Victim Of A Crime”; Yardley, “In Native Alaskan Villages, a Culture of Sorrow”; Sottile, “When a 
Woman Is Raped in Rural Alaska, Does Anyone Care?” 
 
226 Bernard, “Rape Culture in the Alaskan Wilderness.” 
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 As a legislative aide in Juneau, I regularly observed lawmakers and aides equate tribal 

institutions with a kind of lawless incompetence that imperiled not only rural but also urban (and 

presumably white) Alaskans. It was behind this perception of dangerous lawlessness that such 

concerns extended to the uncertainty of what tribal sovereignty really meant and the scope of its 

authority. One such discussion in the House Judiciary Committee in 1995 invoked these 

concerns explicitly: “What happens,” Rep. Cynthia Toohey asked, “if a—if a gentleman or a 

woman from Venetie comes to the city—let’s say kills somebody. Whose—whose laws are they 

breaking? Are they breaking ours or are they breaking the tribal [sic]? And who has jurisdiction 

over those members?”227  

 Whenever my fieldwork for this dissertation or other travel plans have taken me into a 

village, I have been warned in often quite graphic terms by journalists, fellow scholars, and 

bureaucrats about the lurking dangers of village life. A former lawmaker in Anchorage urged me 

not to visit any villages, and insisted that Kivalina “just isn’t safe for someone like [me].” A 

(Native) legislator asked me to wait to visit a community in his district until he could personally 

accompany me, because otherwise he “couldn't protect me out there." A long-time journalist was 

even more blunt: “if you get raped out there, the Troopers won’t get there for a week—and that’s 

if you’re lucky.”  

 The specter of Native village crime owes much of its power over the urban imagination 

to both the black box of tribal sovereignty invoked by lawmakers like Toohey as well as the 

remote and inaccessible nature of most villages. Alaska, it bears repeating, is vast, and most 

                                                
227 The “hypothetical” village in question here was of course Venetie, the same community the state was 
in the process of taking to SCOTUS over the sovereignty question.  
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villages exist entirely outside of the road system. This remoteness confers a particularly lawless, 

“wild west” quality that operates according to its own rules even when it is technically under 

state jurisdiction. The State Troopers’ western Alaska “C-Detachment,” for example, 

encompasses an area four-fifths the size of Texas and employs only 30 Troopers in total. The 

distribution of Troopers across the state is about one per million acres. It can take days to 

mobilize a response to a distress call—and longer if the weather is bad, which it very often is.  

 The primary solution to the law enforcement problem in rural Alaska, beginning in the 

early 1980s, was the Village Public Safety Officer (VPSO) program. VPSOs are local substitutes 

for police that are funded by the state, and are trained by and report directly to the Troopers. 

Their autonomy and authority differ significantly from a traditional police force, however. For 

more than 30 years, until 2014, VPSOs were not allowed to carry firearms. The legislature 

changed that in 2014, and VPSOs may now carry after completing additional requirements and 

evaluations—but to date only one officer has successfully completed those requirements, and is 

no longer employed as a VPSO. 

 The VPSO program was never envisioned as a full law enforcement substitute, but more 

as a kind of supplemental EMT service—a local authority who could be occasionally called upon 

to keep the peace and detain suspects until Troopers could arrive. But the vacuum of law 

enforcement in rural Alaska has transformed VPSOs into the only thing resembling a police 

force, with Troopers intervening only in extreme emergencies, and not always able to do so even 

then. The training and support for the program, however, have never kept pace with that 

expectation.  

 While having a VPSO assigned to a village is certainly no guarantor of public safety, 

most villages throughout the state do not even have one employed. At full capacity, the program 
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funds 100 VPSOs distributed among 229 villages; at any given time between turnover and 

training those positions are only about half filled. In 2008, there were 46 VPSOs in service; as of 

mid-2018, there were only about 58 active on the job. Turnover averages a whopping 40% 

annually.228 

 Instead of a VPSO, many communities have a Village Police Officer or VPO—an even 

less regulated entity with lower pay and status that is employed directly by the village and does 

not report to either the Troopers or the state. On average, VPOs receive about two weeks of 

training, usually from other VPOs. The state nominally requires villages to report VPO names 

and employment status, but there is no penalty for noncompliance, and few villages do so. The 

practical effect is that villages hire and pay their own VPOs absent any state regulation, and 

neither the Troopers nor Juneau knows who is responsible for village public safety nor has any 

mandate or capacity to intervene. It’s a system that, in theory, devolves the management of 

public safety to local authority and tribal institutions in an attempt to strengthen Native self-

governance. In practice, however, it is dysfunctional by design, and sets villages up to fail. Under 

such a system, crisis is not the exception—it becomes inevitable, even routine.  

 My aim in this section is to suggest that a disempowered and ineffective quasi-police 

force as the solitary mechanism of law and order in rural Alaska serves very real goals and 

agendas both among state elites and Native leadership. Without consistent, legitimately 

empowered law enforcement, villages cannot be expected to manage their affairs—not by locals 

or by the state. VPSO and VPOs are a band-aid that everyone recognizes as such; expectations 

for their capacity and success are commensurately low even as their existence nominally 

                                                
228 Wood, “Turnover Among Alaska Village Public Safety Officers: An Examination of the Factors 
Associated with Attrition.” 
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“empowers” Alaska Natives to manage their own affairs and preempts any meaningful 

development or funding for an improved or alternative program.  

 This arrangement of shared understandings and tacit tolerance of dysfunction allows 

Juneau the appearance of championing Native self-governance even as it wipes its hands of 

meaningful responsibility for village safety behind the trappings of supposed tribal 

empowerment. The program’s effectiveness is irrelevant. Indeed, is not supposed to work. No 

one expects it to. VPSOs are not expected to prevent crime. Troopers are not expected to get 

there in time and save the day. When the worst happens, which it often does, the consensus both 

in the village and in the larger public narratives is not an institutional critique. It is, rather, 

around the determinative role of trauma in transforming Native identity and everyday life. The 

implication is that the traditional and spiritual systems of meaning and belonging of Alaska 

Natives are so corrupted and damaged by trauma that villagers can’t help but perpetrate and 

experience “unending violence.”229 As the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter quotes from 

the Alaska Commission on Rural Governance and Empowerment, the villages have “lost 

control” and are fundamentally unsafe.230 

 The predictable disasters that unfold in villages when unregulated quasi-police forces are 

“both criminal and cop” consistently fuel the urban imagination of Native villages as unsafe, out 

of control, and unable to comply with the basic rules and regulations that would comprise 

effective self-governance. A recent report in the Anchorage Daily News with the accusatory title 

“From Criminal to Cop and Back Again in Alaska’s Most Vulnerable Native Villages” 

summarizes this embedded skepticism of  basic Native compliance, self-management, and even 

                                                
229 Gillam, “Taking Back the Knife: The Ulu as an Expression of Inuit Women’s Strength.” 
 
230 Alaska Commission on Rural Governance and Empowerment, “Commission on Rural Governance and 
Empowerment: Final Report to the Governor.” 
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basic intelligence and common sense in the village of Selawik. The article centers around a VPO 

with a criminal history who raped and killed a 16-year-old village girl: 

“When he got hired, I knew something was going to happen sooner or later,” [Snyder 
said.] … Selawik hired Norton even though a simple court record search would have 
shown he was a convicted bootlegger. … In villages that hire local police, some officers 
should not be wearing a badge under Alaska state regulations and widely accepted 
standards of American policing.231 
 

 The ADN article simultaneously scolds villages for hiring known criminals even as it 

blames “culture shock” and “family breakdown” alongside the absence of “traditional roles and 

cultural values” for increased rural violence.  

 In another example that reveals both Native perspectives and urban imagination of Native 

space and violence, the wildly successful National Geographic Channel program “Alaska State 

Troopers” takes its cameras to rural Alaska frequently. In the first such episode in the first 

season, an installment titled “The Wild West” in reference to the western C-Detachment on the 

Bering Sea coast, the show opens with stark aerial footage of villages in deep freeze.232 “Guns 

once used for hunting”—the narrator pauses for dramatic effect as the camera pans across a wall 

of confiscated weapons—“are now used for crime.” We watch a Native man in handcuffs as he’s 

flown on a small plane out of Nome, tears running down his cheeks. The man, Alfred Kakoona, 

turns out to be a domestic violence offender who the Troopers are “bringing to justice.” The 

narrator sets the dark and forbidding scene, its very landscape at odds with civilization:  

 
This is Alaska’s Wild West—the Seward Peninsula, an outpost of the treacherous Bering 
Sea. Daylight lasts less than four hours. This barren western Alaska tundra is an 
unforgiving place to live. It’s extreme out here. It’s a desolate landscape. Here, suicide 

                                                
231 Hopkins, “From Criminal to Cop, and Back Again, in Alaska’s Most Vulnerable Villages.” Emphasis 
mine. 
 
232 “The Wild West.” 
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rates are some of the highest in the world. Sex crimes are higher than anywhere in the 
country.  

 
 There is actually a VPSO in the village of Brevig Mission, where Kakoona has been 

“eluding justice for two years.” But he, like the other local agents in this episode and others, is 

portrayed as ill-equipped and amateurish—too confused by his closeness to the other villagers to 

do his job, his office a plywood shack with only a flimsy combination lock to secure his low-

security holding cell. The narrator explains: “Max Olek is a VPSO. Every day, he faces a 

daunting task. To fight crime, he must sometimes arrest friends, neighbors, and even family.” 

This inability to enforce the law against people he knows is, we understand, why criminals like 

Kakoona are still freely roaming the streets. 

 Kakoona turns out to be staying in plain sight at his mother’s house, and offers no 

resistance to the Troopers when they arrive. As the Troopers read him his rights, Kakoona 

emotionally announces that he’s “been hiding out here…trying to stay away from alcohol. 

Alcohol…don’t mix very good. It makes me kind of violent when I get alcohol. So here I am 

now, in a jail cell.”   

 In another vignette in the same episode, the Troopers are called in to the village of Koyuk 

by Robbie Hannon, the resident VPO (who also happens to be Koyuk’s mayor) to investigate an 

unprovoked drunken assault against him, but it quickly becomes apparent that Hannon himself is 

the perpetrator—and also the architect of a sexual assault cover-up. In this particular “criminal 

and cop” case, Hannon is compelled to give up his VPO assignment but not the keys to City Hall 

(such as it is.) The Troopers also don’t actually have the authority to require a VPO resignation, 

as the episode acidly points out—Hannon could have just as easily continued to serve in both 

roles without any consequences. 
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 The same former Anchorage lawmaker who told me not that Kivalina wasn’t safe also 

said that the VPSO program is “a crock.” 

 “It’s like the Leonard Cohen song,” he told me. “Everybody knows the deal is rotten. It’s 

just a bunch of bullies letting their brother-in-law get away with murder.” 233 

 
 
4.3 “A River of Booze:” Reimagining the Drunk Native 
 
“The people here have shown how irresponsible they can be.”234  
 
“If you ban booze, they’ll just drink Lysol.”235 
 

“One bottle—one drunk—employs hundreds of people around here. Everyone gets to help solve 

this so-called problem.”236 
 

In 1988, a 39 year old Yup’ik man in prison named Harold Napoleon quietly circulated an essay 

he had written called “Yuuyaraq”—in Yup’ik, a word that translates to “The Way of the Human 

Being.” Napoleon’s essay sought to understand the crisis of alcoholism in Native communities. 

For Napoleon, alcohol was the obvious common thread that connected all the problems in rural 

Alaska. His central argument in Yuuyaraq is that alcohol abuse in villages is the attempt of 

Alaska Natives to cope with cultural trauma across multiple generations, beginning with the 

                                                
233 Personal conversation, off the record in Anchorage, April 2008. 
 
234 “Experiment Fails: Alaska Villages Again Go Dry.” 
 
235 Medred, “Perils of Prohibition: Alaska’s Failed War on Booze.” 
 
236 Interview with Bethel attorney Jim Valcarce, quoted in Medred.  
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intrusion of the Russian fur trade and culminating with the Spanish influenza epidemic of 

1918—a crisis referred to in Yup’ik culture as “The Great Death.”  

 The problem, for Napoleon, is spiritual in nature—the unhappy result of a separation of 

Native communities from the spiritual traditional practices and norms that had always sustained 

rural life in a harsh environment. Specifically, the influenza epidemic was, according to 

Napoleon, the most destabilizing trauma in the history of Western Alaskan communities, and 

where all the trouble really began—a trauma for which blame rests squarely with outside 

influence and intrusion.237 

 Yuuyaraq was a sensation. Following on the heels of “A People in Peril,” it echoed 

identical sentiments but in an influential Native voice, and its tone and language were quickly 

adopted by other Native leaders. Together the two pieces decisively shifted the discursive frame 

of the Native experience toward one that drew upon and fed back into trauma capital. Napoleon 

was especially well-known and respected in the Native community: valedictorian at St. Mary’s, 

he had gone on to study history at Montana State and the University of Alaska. Beginning in 

1972 with the passage of ANCSA, he served for over a decade as the Executive Director of the 

Association of Village Council Presidents.  

 Napoleon’s life fell apart in 1986 when, in a blackout rage, he beat his four year old son 

to death. Unable to remember the incident, he pled no contest and was sentenced to nine years in 

prison. Newly sober, he devoted himself to understanding the scourge of alcoholism and its 

related ills in Native Alaskan communities—the root of what he calls the “sickness of the Native 

soul.” After decades of cultural destruction at the hands of the missionaries culminating with the 

Great Death, Napoleon argues the people were simply not the same: 
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They had witnessed the violent collapse of their world. The survivors were shaken to the 
core. They staggered, dazed, confused, brutalized, and scarred into the new world. 
Refugees in their own land, a remnant of an ancient and proud people. … Something self-
destructive, violent, frustrated and angry has been set loose from within the Alaska 
Native people.238 

 
With both “A People in Peril” and Yuuyaraq, violent crime and alcohol became synonymous in 

discussions about rural Alaska. Lawmakers and law enforcement alike diligently report the 

statistic that 95% of village crime is fueled by alcohol. What is worth noting here is that 

observation itself is not particularly new, nor is excessive alcohol use and abuse in rural Alaska. 

An account of Sitka shortly after the Russians departed (in 1870, before the Gold Rush) is 

illustrative:  

The state of things in Sitka is in just as bad and disgraceful a state as can be imagined. 
There is no law or order of any kind and no means to enforce either. In the town every 
other house is a clandestine distillery; and in the Indian village every habituation is one. 
The prohibition of liquor importation has no other result, so far, but that of changing 
drunkards of ordinary stamp, Indians as well as white and half-breeds, into actual raving 
maniacs. Their home manufactured liquor is almost equal to rank poison.239 

 

What is new since the discursive shift I am identifying in the late 1980s, however, is the 

perception of alcohol use and abuse as a coping device—not just to cope with the difficult 

conditions of rural life, but the more existential malaise of historical trauma. This invocation of 

alcohol’s role echoes through committee hearings, newsrooms, and academia: alcohol is to 

blame for the increased violence and general rural chaos, and the only reason there is so much 

alcohol is because it is the most expedient self-medication for trauma.  

 That understanding of alcohol’s role necessitated a historical reframing of Alaska Native 

history, in which the path of destruction began with Sheldon Jackson and other early 
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missionaries. It was a reframe that both drew upon and contributed to the emergence of the 

resilience economy and trauma capital in Native communities, and it cohered around the 

mutually advanced narrative of historical trauma in the widely-read and deeply influential 

statements of “A People in Peril” and Yuuyaraq. As a broad, coherent historical context that 

made sense of the present, such narratives also found tremendous traction in villages increasingly 

organized around demonstrating resilience and invoking trauma capital as their predominant 

social currency. As Napoleon explained in another essay (titled in a nod to the Daily News series 

“Alaska Natives, Still a People in Peril”) years later: 

The most vulnerable members of this generation have been caught up in the eye of 
spiritual, social, cultural and economic storm that was set in motion by historical forces 
and governmental policies of the last century. I believe that the seeds of shame and guilt 
were sown in the hearts of Alaska Natives during, and after, the devastating epidemics at 
the beginning of the last century by the Rev. Sheldon Jackson and his army of federally 
financed missionary-school teachers while “civilizing” and “converting” vulnerable and 
disoriented Alaska Native survivors, many of them orphans. Those seeds have come to 
full bloom in the hearts of their grandchildren and great-grandchildren. … Today’s 
compromised and sick cultures, dying languages, alcohol abuse, domestic violence and 
suicide epidemics are measures of their tragic success.240 
 

The failure of the VPSO program represents an indictment of Native rule of law—left to its own 

devices, the village clearly can’t manage its own affairs. But the alcoholic narrative (and, in the 

next section, the suicide narrative) evince a deeper cancer in the innate spirit of Alaska Natives 

themselves, something fundamentally (and potentially irretrievably) broken by historical trauma. 

And, just as the VPSO program devolved oversight of local law enforcement to tribal authority 

with predictably poor results, so too the devolution of local alcohol management and its own 

subsequent failure also undermines tribal authority and normalizes catastrophe even as it 

embraces the trappings of tribal empowerment.  
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 In 1980, the state legislature passed a “local option” law giving villages local control over 

the legal status of alcohol in each community. The law allows for three general categories: a 

“wet” community has no restrictions above and beyond state law on alcohol sales or 

consumption, a “dry” community bans both, and a “damp” community bans or regulates sales 

but allows for possession.  

 Since the adoption of local option, villages across the state have experimented widely 

across these categories. About half of the villages in Alaska—100 of them as of a recent count—

ban or otherwise regulate alcohol consumption above and beyond federal law.241 

 There’s only one problem with this war on booze: it does not appear to work. Alcohol is, 

if anything, another symptom—not a cause—of the other social ills in village Alaska. Multiple 

studies have found that programs of prohibition and aggressive interdiction have had no 

significant impact on either alcohol use or related social outcomes, including sex crimes and 

suicide. One such study, commissioned by the Department of Justice in 2008, summarizes its 

findings as follows: 

Residents of villages isolated from the solid highway system in western Alaska 
experience rates of violence, accidental deaths, and injuries that are much higher than 
those found in the rest of Alaska or in the contiguous United States. Much of that 
violence and trauma has been attributed to the abusive consumption of alcohol. …This 
report provides results of an evaluation of efforts to curb the trafficking of beverage 
alcohol into isolated villages with local alcohol prohibitions. We found that the program 
… has not produced a statistically significant impact on the targeted outcomes of reduced 
crime, accidental deaths, or injuries.242 

 To some degree, such studies reflect the reality that interdiction efforts cannot entirely 

stem the flow of alcohol in even dry villages, and the bootlegging trade is robust. (One expert at 
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the University of Alaska told me that the potential profit on a bootlegged bottle of alcohol in a 

village is about fifteen times its value in Anchorage.)243 But like violent crime and especially 

sexual assault, the apparent intractability of alcohol use, abuse, and its social consequences 

regardless of the substance’s legal status in a community feeds the public imagination of rampant 

and out of control Native drinking. State authorities and locals alike will resignedly tell you that 

people will find a way to drink, one way or another. In dry and damp villages, any household 

item containing alcohol in any form is considered a controlled substance and is kept behind the 

counter at the village store. Such items include the relatively obvious, like rubbing alcohol and 

mouthwash, as well as less common options.  “People will spray air freshener into a loaf of bread 

and drink what drains through,” a VPO in Bethel told a reporter.244 

 And then there’s the homebrew. At the Kotzebue airport as I waited to board my five-seat 

puddle jumper to Shishmaref, the pilot asked me two very serious questions: “how much do you 

weigh, exactly?” and “Are you carrying any alcohol—or ingredients intended for alcohol?” 

Before flying into any village, my baggage was always checked carefully for not just bottles, but 

also things like juice concentrate, sugar, and yeast. At the airport in Bethel, the pilot and I had an 

identical conversation. With a wink, he asked: “not smuggling any hooch, are you?” As I waited 

for him to balance the aircraft with everyone’s (hopefully extremely accurate) self-reported 

weights and cargo, I noticed a plainclothes authority making his way through the crowd 

inspecting bags. He introduced himself as a member of the Troopers’ Western Alaska Alcohol 

and Narcotics Team (WAANT).  
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 “We keep most of the real booze out,” he explained. “The real problem is the 

homebrew.” Almost anything can work, he told me. Doritos and other corn chips for sale in the 

village store are an especially popular source of glucose-rich “mash” to initiate the fermentation 

process.  

 A five-gallon bucket of homebrew in most villages will go for at least $50, sometimes 

considerably more. In a dramatic scene in a documentary called “The Yup’ik Way,” a man has 

his bucket of homebrew stolen—a lost source of potentially lucrative income. He looks into the 

camera and announces: “I might as well just stab myself and get a free trip to Bethel.”245 

 In an effort to manage the problems, many villages have voted to switch their official 

status back and forth multiple times, with uneven results. This, too, contributes to overall 

narratives of mismanagement and incompetence—just as much from within villages as from 

urban journalists and lawmakers. And, like the VPSO program, there is no real expectation that a 

village’s alcohol status really even matters. “It’s an evergreen question for rural Alaska voters,” 

the Anchorage Daily News intoned on the eve of a village’s pending vote to try reintroducing 

legal alcohol sales. “One that pits the common-sense failure of liquor prohibition against fears of 

worsening crime and social ills in a region already crippled by alcohol.”246 

 When the village of Atqasuk voted to return to dry status after experimenting with a 

switch, a headline in the Juneau Empire announced the community “couldn’t handle booze.” The 

village mayor completely agreed. “The people here have shown how irresponsible they can be,” 
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she said. “No matter how bad it was, it was good that people got to see it. We still don’t know 

how to drink here.”247 

 Another village, Pilot Station, was dry from 1985 until 2002, when it overwhelmingly 

voted going damp. As soon as it did, according to the Troopers, sexual assault cases jumped 

from “one or less a month to sometimes three in a week.” A member of the village city council 

told a reporter that parents were neglecting their kids and “drinking up the food budget.” The 

stress of the new situation proved to be too much for the VPSO, who quit. Two VPOs were fired 

for drinking on the job. 

 After nearly four decades of local option laws, the VPSO program, the WAANT team, 

and a variety of other mitigation and interdiction efforts, there is very little optimism around the 

alcohol question in rural Alaska. And as alcohol abuse has resisted intervention and reform, 

alcohol as the inevitable handmaiden of historical trauma has reached self-evident acceptance.  

 Like the VPSO program that no one expects to actually curtail crime, the inevitability of 

alcohol abuse further normalizes tribal instability and irresponsibility in ways that undermine 

Native authority and institutions. Rather than summoning familiar tropes of those who either 

can’t “hold their liquor” on account of genetic predisposition or are simply not conscientious 

enough to do so, however, the “river of booze” that runs through Alaska Native life is inexorably 

linked to deep and profound generational trauma, with no apparent resolution in sight. 
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4.4 “They finished high school, dozed into village life, and began to die”  
 
“If the flu didn't hit us, we’d probably be like a little Nome. Maybe we’d have a Wal-Mart.”248 

 

The rural suicide epidemic stands as the third arena of trauma capital in rural Alaska. Like 

violent crime and alcohol, suicide as a public health crisis is leveraged and commodified by 

Native and non-Native elites alike to shift attention and resources away from strength-based 

claims to distress-based claims. And, like the others, this deployment of perpetual trauma has 

consequences for the developmental space and what possibilities are imagined for it.  

 Suicide rates among Alaska Natives have increased dramatically since statehood. The 

rate across the Alaska Native population, including women and urban Native populations, is 

about five times the national average. The rate among young Native men in rural areas is far 

higher—thirteen times higher than the national average. Suicides among Alaska Natives were 

flat for decades, and began climbing shortly after statehood in 1959, peaking in the early 1980s 

and staying relatively flat until another surge in the past decade that many have associated with 

increased opioid use.249 While most suicides do involve alcohol, the status of alcohol regulation 

in villages (dry, damp, or wet) does not meaningfully predict suicide risk.250  
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 A recent study from the Institute of Social and Economic Research in 2014 on rural 

suicide is typically pessimistic in its conclusions, and nods toward some of the seemingly 

intractable challenges facing the problem: 

Community suicide risk is complex, and the results provide no easy answer for 
prevention policy. Despite the role of alcohol in many Alaska Native suicides, alcohol 
control is likely ineffective as a prevention measure…Providing suitable local job 
opportunities for young men could save lives, but communities lack resources to pursue 
this objective. 251 
 

By the late 1980s, a new dominant explanation for Native suicide emerged among preeminent 

Native voices and echoed by lawmakers, bureaucrats, scholars, and journalists—the same as the 

explanation for the other primary sources of malaise and despair in Native communities. Like 

crime and alcohol abuse, suicide emerged as the third pillar of social dysfunction rooted in 

something inherently broken in Native communities—something passed down from generation 

to generation, something broken by the state. 

 As with alcohol and violent crime, the official scripts around village suicide are 

consistent no matter if they are invoked at the annual meeting of the Alaska Federation of 

Natives or by the governor. In 2012, the Anchorage Daily News published a dramatic 3-part 

series on the epidemic that borrowed heavily from “A People in Peril” as well as Yuururaq 

language. The series, “To Live and Die in Wales, AK,” looks at the case of one village primarily 

through the lens of intergenerational trauma, and, like Napoleon, pins the blame for that trauma 

on the white missionary incursion into Native spaces and, subsequently, ANCSA. 

 “The 1918 flu and other diseases killed the leaders and the best hunters of many villages, 

and destroyed Alaska Natives’ beliefs, paving the way for missionaries and teachers to impress 

their ways on local populations,” the series writes. “Then a new epidemic hit western Alaska. 
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People started to kill themselves at a rate seven times the U.S. average. One suicide led to 

another, spreading from village to village. To this day, the epidemic rages on.” 252 

 Mike Weyapuk, the young man at the center of the Wales series, consequently “lived in 

desolation and boredom—an impoverished village at the end of the earth that had been 

decimated by colonialism, disease and economic despair. … Mike clutched the trigger. Twenty-

six years he had lived in the village, just long enough to watch his life flash before his eyes.” 

 I quote this at some length to show that this language is a far cry from objective. It is not 

cool or removed or rationally descriptive. It is exaggerated, dramatic, evocative and harrowing, 

very intentionally and emotionally so and in ways that weave the desolation of the landscape into 

the presumably equivalently desolate Native spirit. It is the same consistent discourse of trauma 

that characterizes the other “troubled” social arenas I have explored in this chapter. It is a 

discourse that sustains trauma capital and, through its explicit blame of the state, maintains and 

justifies state exit and Native isolation. For non-Native, urban Alaskans reading this kind of 

account of a largely mysterious ethnic and cultural space they have never even visited, a 

conclusion of an intractably shattered and dysfunctional Native identity rooted in chaos and 

despair is inescapable.  

 For Native leaders, the rhetoric is nearly identical. Trauma-informed Native voices and 

resilience-seeking policy voices inform and reify one another. The Native-led Alaska Native 

Commission’s report to Congress in 1990 offers a striking echo of trauma capital and persistent 

Native incapacity. Alaska Natives are living in “economic deprivation and social impairment at 

sometimes incomprehensible rates,” it claims.  
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Whatever words are chosen to depict the situation of Alaska’s Native people, there can be 
little doubt that an entire population is at risk. At risk of becoming permanently 
imprisoned in America’s underclass, mired in both physical and spiritual poverty … At 
risk of leading lives, generation to generation, characterized by violence, alcohol abuse, 
and cycles of personal and social destruction. At risk of losing, irretrievably, cultural 
strengths and attributes essential for the building of a new and workable social and 
economic order. And at risk, inevitably, of permanently losing the capacity to self-
govern—the capacity to make considered and appropriate decisions about how life in 
Native communities should be lived. … If one theme can be identified as having emerged 
during the course of the Commission’s work, it is Alaska Natives seeming inability to 
take responsibility for local economies, governments, and schools and other social 
institutions.253 

  
 I do not, again, intend in any way to erase or deny the existence of or significance of 

trauma in Native Alaskan communities. What I do wish to accomplish in this chapter is to shine 

a light into the dark, unexamined corners of how trauma capital can be powerfully supportive of 

and reinforcing to a status quo of developmental failure and socioeconomic stagnation—

particularly in ways that remain largely unspeakable in mixed company.   

 The narrative around the Native suicide epidemic is important because, like the narratives 

around violent crime and alcohol abuse, it offers an near-totally-uncontested view of social and 

spiritual damage in the Native community that occurred as a result of state intervention and must 

be resolved—if it can even be resolved—entirely apart from the state. Like the others, the suicide 

epidemic is a crisis at the level of moral fiber that requires nothing short of moral transformation.  

The equilibrium is one of helplessness and haplessness—the tragic condition of the permanently 

traumatized Alaska Native that anticipates sustained and chronic crisis. As I will describe in the 

conclusion, this two-way set of lowered expectations around Native well-being constitutes much 

of the answer to the “puzzle” of inaction in the face of dramatic climate change throughout the 

state. 
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4.5 Toward a pure village imaginary 
 
“If you’re sad or lonely, think about your hometown.” 254 
 
“What shelters do the native corporations run? Why don’t they buy the man a ticket and send 
him home—deduct it from the next pay-out. Take them directly from jail to the airport—send 
them home to their people.”255 
 

Trauma capital and the resilience economy rose from the ashes of two failed slow-moving social 

processes. First, a century of state-led assimilative development efforts beginning with the 

intrusion of the missionaries and ending with ANCSA had, by the 1980s, sowed immense 

distrust and resistance to state authority in Native communities. The sovereignty movement that 

arose as a result was the second failed process. Its defeat left villages in a kind of institutional 

limbo: nominally responsible for social well-being but bereft of meaningful ways to pursue or 

assess that well-being.  

 Between the birth of ANCSA in 1972 and the passage of its “permanent disadvantage” 

amendments in 1987, the universal narrative around Native identity and institutions shifted 

profoundly. What were empowered, potentially competitive political and economic rivals at the 

height of the tribal sovereignty crisis were just a few short years later pathologized, broken, and 

vulnerable victims—a “people in peril” whose spirit was crushed by existential trauma no 

institution could ever hope to resolve.  Since the late 1980s, Alaska Native discourse has 

remained firmly rooted in this assessment—both in non-Native urban policy and academic 

circles as well as consistently from within Native leadership itself.  

                                                
254 Wohlforth, “Going Home: How Alaska Natives Released from Prison Get Stuck in Anchorage.” 
 
255 Wohlforth. Public comment on article by “ms.amylou” posted on Anchorage Daily News site, 
accessed 9/20/17. 



 

 146 

 By the end of the 1990s and the final defeat of Venetie’s sovereignty bid, the shared 

understanding and acceptance of a “troubled” rural Alaska was developmental gospel: as the 

primary perpetrator of the historical trauma that shattered Native culture and institutions, the 

state withdrew from Native space except in cases of extreme, acute distress. But the state’s exit 

did not magically return Native communities to a state of traditional purity within which once-

meaningful systems of belonging, significance, and value might reemerge and reconstruct a new 

kind of daily life. Rather, by simultaneously pursuing its case against tribal sovereignty, Juneau 

further isolated rural communities from any possibility of real economic autonomy and in so 

doing reinforced the primacy of the symbolic capital of trauma and distress. In this way, trauma 

becomes a resource, and that resource feeds back into social outcomes as its value is recognized 

both internally and externally. As Shevchenko, Kai Erikson, John Gaventa, and other scholars of 

sustained adversity and crisis suggest, such a process can become constitutive of a community’s 

identity over time.256 

 The narrative of Native dysfunction—and the social and economic stagnation it explains 

and upholds—is the final phase of the developmental process I have called “captive inclusion.” 

Sustained by the interaction of trauma capital and structural and institutional barriers to 

economic autonomy, captive inclusion is a form of developmental failure, and we can expect it to 

emerge under the conditions that are present in the Alaskan case. I contend those conditions are 

present in one form or another in several other cases we could consider, including American 

Indians, indigenous populations in Latin America, First Nations populations in Canada, and 

Aboriginal Australians, among others. I will explore the conceptual overlap and important 

differences in some of these comparative examples in greater detail in the conclusion. 
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CONCLUSION 

NO RESISTANCE, NO RESILIENCE 

 

“Disaster is like everyday life, only more so.”257 

“The United States government imposed this Western lifestyle on us, gave us their burdens and 
now they expect us to pick everything up and move it ourselves. What kind of government does 
that? If we’re still here in ten years time we either wait for the flood and die, or just walk away 
and go someplace else.”258 
 
“When everyone pounces on Alaska and says ‘oh, the climate is changing, the Arctic is 
changing, things are out of control,’ we say wait a minute. We’ve been developing our natural 
resources for 50 years now. Things are going quite well, thank you.”259 

 

5.1 “Learned Helplessness” Revisited 

 

 I have argued throughout this dissertation that persistent underdevelopment and sustained social 

crisis in rural Alaska—including, increasingly, the dynamics of the climate crisis—are the 

unhappy outcome of a long process of mutual learning and compromise between the state and 

Alaska Native communities. Juneau and Native leaders over time became, as Jim Scott writes, 

more and more “legible” to one another.260 They each learned what to expect—and what to 

demand—from one another, and forged the formal and informal rules by which claims could be 

understood, received, processed, and negotiated. They established, in other words, what Jane 

Jenson and Susan Phillips call a “citizenship regime”—specifically, I argue, a citizenship regime 
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premised upon the expression and recognition of Native distress and vulnerability as its key 

characteristic.261 

 The vulnerable citizenship regime that came to encompass state-society relations between 

the state of Alaska and its indigenous population is the proximate variable that made captive 

inclusion exceedingly likely. But while vulnerable citizenship (VC) is necessary for captive 

inclusion, it is not sufficient. It justifies and legitimizes captive inclusion, but it does not 

constitute it. Captive inclusion itself is the institutional retreat of the state that tasks a low-

capacity minority group with its own social and economic development. It is a form of sacrificial 

decentralization that nevertheless claims to be an affirmation and celebration of self-

determination. VC is what makes that particular illusion possible, as well as strategically optimal 

for the key sets of political, bureaucratic, and academic actors who benefit from it and sustain it. 

 In Alaska, vulnerable citizenship resolved a specific and vexing competitive dilemma 

between the state and society. In short, the state owed developmental and incorporative 

enthusiasm to an ethnically-defined minority group with significant rival economic and political 

legitimacy and directly conflicting claims. In such a situation, state and society face an impasse, 
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and very generally speaking only three outcomes to that impasse are possible: 1) the group can 

continue its demands for autonomy, and the state can continue to reject their demands in ongoing 

contestation; 2) the group can abandon autonomy efforts and assimilate; 3) the group and the 

state can actively negotiate or otherwise arrive at some compromise that allows them to 

peacefully coexist.   

 The past four chapters have attempted to shed some light on the process behind the third 

option of negotiated coexistence, as well as to demonstrate that the character of the ideological 

underpinnings of such negotiations between state and society—i.e., the resulting citizenship 

regime—have meaningful consequences for socioeconomic well-being and democratic 

performance. There is a profound difference between a group whose autonomy is grounded in 

sovereign self-determination and competitive strength and one whose autonomy is tolerated as a 

concession to crisis and dysfunction.  

 Across rural Alaska, it is the latter. Crisis and dysfunction animate a vulnerable 

citizenship regime—the end result of Alaska’s particular, contingent history as I have traced it 

across two centuries. In Chapter Two, I showed how early, large-scale, state-led developmental 

failures sowed distrust of the state in Native communities and contributed to greater Native 

political organization and resistance against state intrusion and institutions. Chapter Three 

documented the great promises and great disappointments of the Alaska Native Claims 

Settlement Act (ANCSA), from the oil boom to the state’s subsequent war on tribal sovereignty. 

Chapter Four showed how dismantled social hierarchies in the wake of ANCSA together with 

the state’s intolerance of internal economic competition elevated trauma capital and “resilience” 

as the primary sources of social status and community stability. 
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 Captive inclusion in Alaska as a form of decentralization is a political bargain. It is a pact 

between the state and society, arrived at after a long learning process on both sides, of the state’s 

tolerance of informal autonomy in exchange for internal competitive surrender as demonstrated 

by a performative politics of trauma and vulnerability. For their part of that pact, I argue that 

Alaska Natives have leveraged narratives of trauma actively and strategically to get the state out 

and to forge their own informal sovereignty to the extent they have been able to do so.   

 What defines captive inclusion (in Alaska or anywhere else) as something distinct from 

other forms of decentralization is the shift I described in the previous chapter from economic 

development to moral. That shift is made possible, in the Alaskan case, by the construction of 

Alaska Natives as traumatized and therefore “dysfunctional”—the hallmark of vulnerable 

citizenship. In a postcolonial, neoliberal context wary of state overreach, that dysfunction is the 

responsibility of the dysfunctional group itself—not the state. VC becomes, then, a righteous 

mask for the retreat of the state—a symbolic, empathetic-yet-empowering celebration of 

indigenous autonomy that knowingly devolves responsibility well beyond the point of reasonable 

local capacity. This “expected to fail” hypocrisy—a hypocrisy knowingly embraced by both sets 

of actors on either side of the bargain—is the real tragedy of captive inclusion as a specific 

variety of “bad” decentralization. 

 As vulnerable citizenship is necessary but not sufficient for captive inclusion, there is 

much fruitful comparative potential in other variants of ideologically-motivated decentralization 

that are justified and structured by citizenship regimes other than VC. Citizenship regimes that 

emerge to solve other kinds of dilemmas between state and society would be expected to 

generate alternative expectations by and toward citizens about what is expected and what is 

owed, as well as predict alternative consequences for self-governance and development. Those 
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consequences may certainly resemble captive inclusion in a variety of ways, but captive 

inclusion as a specific form of negotiated autonomy is predicated on the particular rules, 

capacities, and limits of vulnerable citizenship. 

 Captive inclusion—and its associated poor social and economic outcomes in the 

communities that are party to it—was certainly not inevitable in Alaska, just as the emergence of 

vulnerable citizenship was not inevitable. And its persistence even within Alaska is not uniform 

across Native communities, nor is it immutable. As I briefly explore in the following section, 

comparative work in American Indian communities sheds important light on the relationship 

between perceptions of vulnerability and resilience—micro-citizenship regimes specific to 

individual tribes—and how those different sets of state-society relations contribute to different 

forms of autonomy and successful self-governance. Specifically, it is clear that the most 

“successful” tribes, holding all else equal, are those tribes that have achieved the highest degree 

of administrative autonomy. 

 While it is tempting to interpret the American Indian case as a powerful argument in 

favor of greater local capacity and sovereignty in order to avoid a “bad” captive inclusion 

outcome, such an interpretation is complicated by the additional comparative case of 

decentralization in Latin America, which draws attention to the potentially illiberal price of 

unchecked autonomy. As scholars in Mexico, Bolivia, and elsewhere show, not only are 

autonomous institutions a possible source of systematic exclusion, corruption, and repression—

even where they are not, they can undermine minority representation and participation beyond 

the local level. Within this “participation paradox,” strong indigenous institutions find 

themselves in a zero-sum competition with broader group membership and national electoral 

institutions.  
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 As this comparative work shows, decentralization without strong, robust alternative local 

institutions is likely to be a recipe for underdevelopment, even without a vulnerable citizenship 

regime; with a vulnerable citizenship regime, I contend that it is exceptionally likely to generate 

a captive inclusion dynamic similar to what I have described in much of rural Alaska. At the 

same time, it is clear that decentralization with strong, robust alternative local institutions can 

facilitate unchecked pockets of illiberal behavior as well as undermine participation and 

accountability.  

 Moreover, as the Alaska case shows, the state’s tolerance of strong local institutions is 

dynamic and context-dependent: strong local institutions for what? Where tribal governments 

posed a potential economic threat to Juneau’s access and control of petroleum and other natural 

resources, the state vigorously suppressed them. Tribal governments that did not exhibit such 

economic aggression were not similarly targeted by Juneau either rhetorically or legally, but that 

does not necessarily imply they were not just as strong and coherent.262 Internal competitive 

struggles can certainly demarcate the limits of how much a state is willing (or not willing) to 

champion autonomy. 

 Finally, I consider alternative paths to and forms of vulnerable citizenship and their 

implications for state retreat, particularly in the increasingly salient context of climate crisis. I 

suggest that the more an aggrieved group holds the state historically responsible for its present 

(vulnerable) condition, the more it paradoxically isolates itself from state resources and increases 

its vulnerability. This “sins of the past” approach creates a responsibility without accountability 

dynamic that replicates the isolation and illusory empowerment I describe in Alaska villages 

while providing the state righteous cover for exit. Groups that pursue claims grounded in 

                                                
262 Additional research into this question would be very illuminating; unfortunately it is beyond the scope 
of this particular dissertation.  
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existential vulnerability should therefore be wary: the seduction of trauma capital and 

commensurate retreat of the “bad” state may very well generate more problems than they 

resolve. 

 

5.2 American Indian reservations and the promise of “robust” decentralization 

 

In many ways, the Alaskan story is an attempt to avoid repeating the outcome across American 

Indian reservations. ANCSA was explicitly designed as a way to economically empower Alaska 

Natives in a way that American Indian reservations did not—namely, by integrating them fully 

into the state economy. As the Venetie case made clear, however, the cost of that integration was 

the meaningful economic and political sovereignty that is reserved for “Indian country” alone. 

 As a comparative case, there really is no such thing as “American Indian reservations” as 

a broad, unified category, because socioeconomic outcomes across different tribes vary 

tremendously. This variation points to a rich and enduring puzzle in comparative analysis: what 

makes some tribes so much more successful than others? While some tribes would appear to 

resemble something like a captive inclusion dynamic, others are more independent and 

economically successful. Why? 

  No one has devoted more scholarly attention to that question than Stephen Cornell and 

Joseph Kalt. In several studies, they consistently demonstrate that the “glue” of successful 

development in “Indian Country” is effectively nation-building behind strong constitutional 

design—all things being equal, the more sovereign unto itself and de-linked from the state a 
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given tribal nation is, the more robust and successful its development efforts are likely to be.263 

Indeed, in one article they point specifically to the Alaskan village of Akiachak’s efforts to assert 

more sovereignty as a “model of what Alaska Native villages could do to improve community 

welfare and expand political power.”264  Akiachak is indeed an example of a more politically and 

economic aggressive Alaska Native tribe, although as I describe in Chapter Three, its tribal 

consolidation and sovereignty claims contributed directly to anti-tribal sentiment in Juneau and 

were ultimately dismantled by the Venetie decision. 

 Cornell and Kalt’s findings are echoed throughout the literature, and reflect the 

conventional wisdom I witnessed in Juneau. Communities with more coherent tribal institutions 

and greater “administrative control of their own affairs” are clearly associated with higher levels 

of successful socioeconomic outcomes.265 “No resistance, no resilience” is my admittedly 

oversimplified but instructive maxim that speaks to this truism of indigenous development: 

independent political authority that draws upon claims of relative competitive strength and self-

determination is, no question, a key variable that is associated with genuine “resilience.”  

 Whether that causal arrow is reversed here or not is, however, a question that requires 

additional research. It is probably not all that surprising, for example, that Native communities 

with stronger informal tribal institutions of collective action and cultural, intragroup cohesion 

tend to wrest more control of their administrative affairs and more successfully “get the state 

out.” As Lily Tsai in particular has shown, strong and coherent tribal membership and 

                                                
263 Cornell and Kalt, “Where’s the Glue? Institutional and Cultural Foundations of American Indian 
Economic Development”; Cornell and Kalt, “Two Approaches to the Development of Native Nations: 
One Works, the Other Doesn’t.” 
 
264 Cornell and Kalt, “Two Approaches to the Development of Native Nations: One Works, the Other 
Doesn’t.”, 3 
 
265 Natcher et al., “Effective Local Institutions for Collective Action in Arctic Communites.” 
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institutions could be considered a type of “solidary group” that we would expect to secure more 

resources and organize more successfully around public goods provision, including making more 

successful claims on the state when it is necessary or useful to do so.266 

 In the Alaskan case however, even where strong solidary groups did exist, the state’s oil-

motivated war on tribal sovereignty disrupted their cohesion to some significant degree, or at the 

very least complicated them. The result is persistent underdevelopment even in communities that 

once asserted and then retreated from robust self-governance under Venetie, including Cornell 

and Kalt’s supposed exemplar of Akiachak.267  More empirical attention to how and why 

evolving state-society relations—particularly in the context of exogenous shocks like an oil 

boom and subsequent changing competitive incentives—strengthen or undermine the translation 

of community cohesion into “good” autonomy vs. “bad” autonomy is one research agenda I hope 

this investigation inspires.  

 

5.3 Decentralization in Latin America: complicating the role of autonomy 

 

Even when it is possible, it is also the case that greater autonomy and self-determination alone is 

not a sufficient panacea for internal development dilemmas. Several things can go awry, as 

demonstrated by another instructive comparison—that of indigenous decentralization in Latin 

                                                
266 Tsai, “Solidary Groups, Informal Accountability, and Local Public Goods Provision in Rural China.” 
 
267 Akiachak was the subject of a New York Times profile in 2008 that serves as another example of 
classic trauma capital construction along the lines of those described in Chapter Four. The article, which 
is titled “Remote and Struggling, but Still a Part of America,” describes visiting the village cemetery with 
a resident: “‘My buddy’s down here somewhere,’ Mr. Snyder says, tramping through the weeds and 
crosses. A buddy who committed suicide at 18. There are more: here lie three relatives, dead before 40 
from alcohol; another school friend lost to suicide; another relative. Although alcohol is banned in many 
rural villages, including Akiachak, it remains the scourge of native life. Mr. Snyder walks downhill, head 
bowed.” 
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America. In many cases, greater indigenous autonomy and decentralization have under certain 

conditions disenfranchised indigenous communities from their political voice and also further 

isolated them from state developmental resources.268  

 Deborah Yashar and others have written about the “postliberal” challenge facing 

consolidating democracies across Latin America, a process that closely resembles several facets 

of the Alaskan story.  Yashar makes the case that democratic consolidation is a set of dynamic 

state-society relations with uneven effects, and makes a strong call to “pay closer attention to 

how the sequencing, pace, and institutionalization of democratic reforms actually affects the 

depth and scope of democratic politics.”269 In many ways, I have attempted to do just that 

throughout this dissertation. 

 In Latin America, Yashar argues that ethnic cleavages acquired new political salience in 

the shift from corporatism to neoliberal citizenship regimes, as de facto autonomous spaces 

inadvertently fostered by corporatism were challenged by more individualized state-society 

expectations and dynamics. This, Yashar argues, meant that indigenous peoples lost their formal 

ties to state expertise and resources—with the effect of the retreat of the state and increased 

demands by indigenous groups for parallel sovereignty projects. Like Alaska, this most 

frequently has taken the form of demands that the state recognize indigenous political 

jurisdiction over land use. As she writes, “indigenous organizations assert that their collective 

identity—which is historically prior to the formation of each Latin American state—entitles them 

                                                
268 Fox and Aranda, “Decentralization and Rural Development in Mexico: Community Participation in 
Oaxaca’s Municipal Funds Program”; Yashar, “Democracy, Indigenous Movements, and the Postliberal 
Challenge in Latin America”; Hiskey and Goodman, “The Participation Paradox of Indigenous Autonomy 
in Mexico”; Hiskey and Seligson, “Pitfalls of Power to the People: Decentralization, Local Government 
Performance, and System Support in Bolivia.” 
 
269 Yashar, “Democracy, Indigenous Movements, and the Postliberal Challenge in Latin America.”, 103  
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to special jurisdictions that crosscut, transcend, and are distinct from homogenous state 

administrative boundaries. …these are not demands for secession, but for institutional pluralism 

in multiethnic settings.”270  

 This multiethnic institutional pluralism is a double-edged sword, however, 

democratically speaking. Local autonomy can and very often does translate to “fiefdoms” that 

systematically disenfranchise some internal groups (e.g. women) at the expense of others with no 

outside check on that process. This can mean, as Yashar describes it, “checkered” democratic 

outcomes—greater local capacity for self-determination and its institutional “training ground” 

for the practice of democratic behavior, but also potentially an increase of local intolerance, 

repression, and other illiberal effects. 

 Apart from the illiberal enclaves potentially generated by autonomy, indigenous 

decentralization has generated another problem observed by Jonathan Hiskey and Gary 

Goodman—there can be a tradeoff between participation in local institutions and “full and 

equal” participation in politics beyond the local level. This phenomenon, which they term a 

“participation paradox,” points to some of the ways in which particular features of local 

institutions can structure access to and accountability by the state. In the case of Oaxaca, they 

argue that greater attention to indigenous community matters can contribute to a “vicious cycle” 

where national candidates face little electoral pressure from indigenous voters and subsequently 

pay less attention to indigenous issues.271 Other mechanisms may be at work through this 

decentralization process that are also corrosive of democratic participation and democratic 

attitudes in general—if local institutions are corrupt or repressive, for example, there is some 

                                                
270 Yashar, 95. 
 
271 Hiskey and Goodman, “The Participation Paradox of Indigenous Autonomy in Mexico,” 68. 
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evidence in both Latin America and in the U.S. that trust in national institutions and democracy 

more broadly can be undermined.272  

 That set of insights into political learning echoes the work of Joe Soss and others, who 

find that exposure to specific institutions and experiences with bureaucrats who represent them 

can and very often does condition broader political identities and attitudes.273 Over time, these 

authors show that “mundane sites of political learning” like welfare offices, the DMV, and the 

IRS structure citizen expectations and beliefs—in other words, such experiences are the 

substance of the “citizenship regime” that Jenson describes. 

 Taken together, this work should give scholars of democracy some pause. If some degree 

of significant autonomy and self-determination is necessary for successful subnational, 

multicultural development—as Kalt and Cornell and my own exploration of Alaska suggests—

there are also very real “pitfalls of power to the people.”274 It is not so easy to strike a balance 

between “the right to be indigenous and a full and equal citizen” of a broader political entity at 

the same time, and attempts to do so can generate forms of autonomy that present major 

challenges to democratic norms.275 

 This comparative perspective suggests specific ways that a vulnerable citizenship regime 

can corrode democracy from the ground up, as citizens learn through exposure to corrupt or 

                                                
272 Hiskey and Seligson, “Pitfalls of Power to the People: Decentralization, Local Government 
Performance, and System Support in Bolivia”; Bowler and Donovan, “Democracy, Institutions and 
Attitudes about Citizen Influence on Government.” 
 
273 Soss, “Lessons of Welfare”; Soss, Unwanted Claims: The Politics of Participation in the US Welfare 
System. 
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ineffective institutions that government does not and is not supposed to work—as they do in the 

case of the ineffective Village Public Safety Officer program and the inconsistent application and 

enforcement of largely meaningless alcohol laws. 

 

5.4  The “ruined” gaze and the future of vulnerable citizenship 

 
“George Bush doesn’t care about black people.” 276 
 

In August 2005, Hurricane Katrina inspired an abundance of research and commentary that 

sought to “re-politicize” the roles of racial inequality, trauma, and structural vulnerability in so-

called “natural” disasters.277 The “Katrina” lens projected an evocative and compelling picture of 

environmental devastation and government neglect that has been widely adopted in scholarly and 

public narratives of environmental and social disaster more generally, and it shares its core 

characteristics with the trauma narrative I describe in Chapter Four. 

 While trauma-fetishizing “ruin porn” of this type is frequently geographically specific, it 

is not necessarily so. Vulnerability can be just as much a condition of identity as it is of place, 

experience, or circumstance. And for groups that face limited opportunities to advance in social 

and economic hierarchies—and who also have historically grounded claims to trauma capital—

identity-based vulnerability can be a very seductive currency, just as it was and continues to be 

in Alaska Native villages post-ANCSA. But the Alaskan case should stand as a warning: 

                                                
276 Kanye West, 2005 
 
277 Frymer, Strolovitch, and Warren, “New Orleans Is Not the Exception: Re-Politicizing the Study of 
Racial Inequality”; Stivers, “‘So Poor and so Black’: Hurricane Katrina, Public Administration, and the 
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vulnerable citizenship valorizes distress, but offers no clear path of accountability. Indeed, as 

vulnerability claims lose geographical or situational specificity and are more diffused through 

identity, paths of accountability become ever more muddled.  

 Without specific grievances or demands, vulnerable citizenship as expressed through 

identity politics becomes increasingly symbolic and alienating. Again, as Joe Soss and others 

point out, it is very often through the “mundane” sites of political learning that broader political 

attitudes and beliefs in democratic efficacy are forged. Unanswered claims are not supportive of 

democratic confidence, but identity-based claims of vulnerability are largely unanswerable. 

Distress and disillusionment constitute a feedback loop, with no meaningful accountability. 

 It is worth considering the ways in which more diffuse identity-based vulnerable 

citizenship regimes might structure outcomes similar to those predicted by captive inclusion—

particularly as different groups with different orientations vis-a-vis the state simultaneously 

experience a shared crisis. Greater attention to the character of state-society relations among 

specific groups in the wake of environmental disasters, for example, would contribute 

complexity to the literature on racial disparity in disaster resilience, which currently emphasizes 

structural factors.278 As with the Alaskan case, a greater understanding of the social benefits of 

vulnerable citizenship could potentially shed light on not just how and why some groups recover 

more readily from disasters, but also complicate often unquestioned assumptions of 

“vulnerability” by asking what makes them more susceptible in the first place.  
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5.5 From citizens to symbols: the climate “refugee”  

 

Ten years after Katrina, in August of 2015, President Obama became the first sitting president to 

visit the Alaskan Arctic, and he was also certainly the first to post photos of his trip to social 

media accounts. In addition to posing next to receding glaciers and documenting his wild salmon 

dinners in Anchorage, one of the photos the president posted was a stark, aerial shot of the 

village of Kivalina taken from Air Force One.  

 

Figure 5.1: View of Kivalina from Air Force One 

 

“This is Kivalina Island,” he wrote on Instagram, signing the caption with his initials as 

an affirmation that the post was personally written by him. “An Arctic town that’s already 

receding into the ocean because of rising sea levels. For many Alaskans, it’s no longer a question 

of if they have to relocate—but when. There aren’t many other places in America that have to 
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deal with questions of relocation right now. But there will be. What’s happening here is 

America’s wake-up call.”279 

 Obama’s photo of Kivalina is a very typical one; I have taken nearly identical shots of the 

island myself and used that imagery to very similar rhetorical effect in my own analysis. The 

village’s physical vulnerability from above is especially striking. Exposed to the Chukchi Sea on 

one side and a lagoon on the other, the tiny, four-square-mile barrier island faces flooding and 

erosion on all sides. Current estimates are that it will be inundated by 2025. From the air, it’s not 

at all hard to imagine. From such a vantage point, the island already nearly disappears into the 

water surrounding it. In an area that is battered by hurricane-force storms several times a year, 

the village’s highest elevation of 13 feet seems almost impossibly vulnerable to one of the most 

hostile environments on the planet, and as a tragic visual to emphasize a political point, it is 

nearly irresistible. 

  Kivalina’s profound vulnerability is routinely conveyed through images just like 

Obama’s aerial shot, paired with the dire language of cultural annihilation. And like the 

narratives of trauma capital I explored in Chapter Four, there is certainly significant truth behind 

this dramatic rhetoric. In all likelihood, the village of Kivalina will be inundated by the Chukchi 

Sea by 2025. Life there in the meantime is truly a battle against encroaching disaster. Sandbags 

line the shores and the paths have so much standing water in the summer that they are difficult to 

navigate. The village is undeniably sinking, and it is impossible to deny the advancing 

inevitability of it. There simply is no higher ground anywhere in sight. 

What is remarkable about Obama’s statement, however, is how it boldly implies that no 

one, including him, is coming to save Kivalina—or any other Alaskan village, for that matter. At 
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best, the tiny island is a “wake-up call” to the rest of us. But a wake-up call for what, exactly? In 

nearby Kotzebue on that same tour, the president invoked the plight of Kivalina and used the 

occasion to call for greater investment in renewable technology and more efficient LED roadway 

lighting. The general consensus among climate scientists, however, is that such 

recommendations are largely superficial. The time for mitigation has passed, and the real 

challenge of climate change will be one of successful community adaptation.280 Vulnerable 

citizenship raises serious questions about the state’s role—if indeed there is any—in devising 

and implementing such strategies of adaptation.  

 Elite lamentation—and total absence of meaningful action—around the climate crisis in 

rural Alaska is everyday vulnerable citizenship. It is a compromise between non-Native elites 

who lack the capacity or interest in attempting to resolve a seemingly intractable problem—in 

this case, the looming logistical and fiscal nightmare of relocating hundreds of villages to higher 

ground—and Native leaders who rely upon and strategically leverage that very same inaction to 

protect their de facto local sovereignty free of state intrusion and maintain stable social 

hierarchies. The notion of Alaska Natives as early “climate refugees” is simply the newest and 

most potent wellspring of trauma capital—another tragic feature of Alaska Native identity 

alongside the personal and social disasters of violence, alcoholism, and suicide.281 And, just as 

those crises accomplish several strategic goals and confer meaningful benefits to a variety of 

actors, so too does the climate crisis.  

 The case of Kivalina and its place in the broader narrative of climate crisis reveals the 

true essence of captive inclusion: the final retreat of the state from accountability to a 
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“dysfunctional” population. Here trauma capital finds its greatest expression yet: all are 

undeniably victimized under the relentless advance of impersonal climate change—subject to 

forces of nature completely beyond anyone’s reasonable control. Climate crisis transforms 

dysfunctional citizens into impossible ones—or, as Obama characterizes them, a symbolic 

warning to others. What is consumed and defined by permanent, total, existential crisis cannot be 

meaningfully governed; it can only, at best, be managed. Kivalina and other villages on the 

frontlines of climate change are “imperiled” on every level—socially, economically, physically, 

mentally, and now environmentally and, ultimately, existentially.   

 I began this study with what I believed at the time was a relatively straightforward 

puzzle: what makes some Alaska Native communities more (or less) resilient to the devastating 

effects of Arctic climate change? I emerged, on the other side of that journey, with the 

paradoxical conclusion that in many ways, it is the pursuit of resilience itself that undermines 

resilience.  

 My argument that vulnerable citizenship serves very real strategic interests within and 

outside of Alaska Native communities does not for a moment imply that these villages are not 

confronting the crisis of their lives. They certainly are. Between 2009 and 2018, the number of 

villages considered “imminently threatened” by the Army Corps of Engineers rose from four to 

thirty-one. 178 (out of 229) face some degree of significant climate-related erosion or other 

distress. The problems are very real, and the alarmist rhetoric is certainly not unwarranted.  

 But the current plight of climate-imperiled villages throughout Alaska throws into 

exceptionally stark relief just how devastating vulnerable citizenship and captive inclusion have 

really been in rural communities. The price of limited sovereignty has been the invention of a 

permanent underclass—one whose only access to the benefits of citizenship is through the 
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expression of constant distress. Under such a citizenship regime, even the ultimate declaration of 

distress—the full-fledged, relocation-demanding inundation of villages like Kivalina—cannot 

and will not engage the intervention of a state that has been completely excused from 

responsibility for and accountability to its Native population. That is a high price to pay indeed 

for the fragile autonomy conceded to the permanently aggrieved. 
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