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On December 16, 2021, US Secretary of the Interior Deb Haaland shook hands with the newly sworn-in director of the
National Park Service (NPS) Charles “Chuck” Sams [11. At first glance, the promotional photo of Haaland and Sams

on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial appears to be a swearing in like any other." Of course, as many commentators
emphasized at the time, this ceremony also marked a notable historical moment—when the first Native person to

head the Department of the Interior officially welcomed the first Native person to head the NPS. Early in her tenure as
interior secretary, Haaland had already made significant steps—advocating for tribal land protections, boarding school
investigations, and renaming derogatory place names.” Many have wondered what precedent the appointment of Haaland
and Sams may set for how the federal government engages with Native peoples and tribal nations across the United
States, and how their leadership could establish new cultural norms for recognizing Native sovereignty more broadly.

The editors of this volume see this as a moment to cele-
brate and reflect. When we began this project, as much Excerpts from the introdugtion to National F.’ar.ks, N.ative.Sovereignty:
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not have predicted it would happen so soon. We read https://www.oupress.com/9780806193687/national-parks-native-sovereignty/
the news of Haaland’s and Sams’s appointments with a
sense of hope for how they could usher in a new era—one
in which Native peoples are more fully seen, and tribal
nations engage with the federal government as sovereign
nations with deep ties to (and expertise on) the public " N AT I [] N A |_ P A R K S
lands the Department of the Interior oversees. But we also v !
wonder how much Haaland’s and Sams’s leadership can . o
reshape a federal bureaucracy with a long and troubled i\ T I V E S U V E R E | G N -l-Y
legacy in relation to Native peoples. We believe this is a , ¥
timely historical moment, one largely driven by Native
communities, to consider how far the United States has
come in understanding the importance of partnering with
Native peoples and tribal nations over the management
of public lands. At the same time, we acknowledge the
constraints Haaland and Sams (and any federal gov-
ernment leaders) face as they attempt to enact change.

We also believe this is a moment for considering how
meaningful collaborations between Native peoples and
US national parks present a possible route for reckoning
with our shared histories and for working to remedy the kit ot G & _ ] i
injuries of the past. This book offers a window into the Bkl bl

on-the-ground efforts at a selection of national park sites B U L I_ A B U R A T I U N
as they work to more deeply engage with tribal nations.
And it highlights how tribal nations strategically navigate
their relationships with national parks to advocate for
their nation’s best interests. Ultimately, Haaland’s and
Sams’s success depends on how widely the NPS (and
other federal agencies) adopt and implement Haaland’s
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and Sams’s priorities, and how tribal nations continue
to put pressure on federal agencies to recognize their
sovereign rights to these lands.

National parks have a fraught history in the United

States and globally with respect to Indigenous peoples.
The creation of US national parks in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries was part of a broader
project to dispossess Native peoples of their homelands.?
Furthermore, the early conservation movement that
advocated for the creation and protection of national
parks ignored or explicitly erased the experience of
Native peoples on these lands.* In parks such as Yosemite,
Yellowstone, and Glacier, park boosters reified these
constructed landscapes as original and pristine, arguing
that the land was compromised by Native peoples’
presence. Mount Rushmore palpably illustrates such
exclusion and erasure. The sculptor carved an explicitly
Euro-American vision of the nation onto a landscape held
sacred by many Native Americans.’ Though not always
quite so dramatically, other parks do the same.

Yet, in response to Native peoples’ lobbying over the
past fifty years for greater protections of sacred sites
and cultural practices, the NPS has worked to address
the damage done by this complex colonial history.® The
NPS now consults with tribal nations on the protection,
management, and use of cultural and natural resources
located in national parks. Through its Tribal Historic
Preservation Officer (THPO) and Ethnography in

the Parks programs, the NPS seeks to bring park staff
and researchers together with Indigenous resource
managers and elders. The projects that emerge from
these collaborations explore ways to revitalize, protect,
interpret, and potentially co-manage Indigenous
landscapes. Tribal nations have also approached the
park service to engage with issues ranging from rights
of access to co-managing lands. These collaborative
projects do not come without obstacles, however.
Well-intentioned NPS staff must navigate a challenging
bureaucracy and funding shortfalls. Native people

also have good reasons to be wary of federal agencies
and academic institutions with colonial legacies. As a
result, some working relationships are uneasy. Despite
the challenges, collaborative projects strive to listen to
Native voices, illuminate previously excluded histories,
revitalize Native relationships with ancestral lands, and
improve access for Native people to perform ceremonies
or collect culturally important resources.

In recent years, the US national conversation around
Native peoples and national parks has also included calls
to return these lands to tribal nations.” And some tribal
nations have gained increased control over resources and

lands managed by national parks and other federal land
agencies.® We have seen national debates unfold over sites
like Bears Ears National Monument, highlighting how
much national politics can play into efforts to honor tribal
nations’ wishes for public lands in the United States.
Given all these recent developments within the NPS, as
well as the appointment of Deb Haaland and Chuck Sams,
we believe this moment is ripe for conversations about
new forms of engagement and collaboration among tribal
nations, national parks, and scholars.

The existing literature on Native peoples and US national
parks is either primarily historical in nature or framed

in terms of an environmental studies perspective.® More
recent studies examine the environmental history of
national parks from a transnational perspective, analyzing
the origins, ideas, and ideological functions of national
parks in comparative perspective.*® Another body of
literature examines national parks, conservation areas,
and wildlife refuges from a conservation management
perspective, exploring paradigms for the co-management
of protected areas.” There is also a robust literature

on Native peoples and museums, including the NPS’s
role in the repatriation movement and fulfilling the
requirements of the Native American Graves Protection
and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA)." Building on sponsored
research studies of US national parks,? with this volume,
we highlight ethnographic and ethnohistorical approaches
to offer Native perspectives on national parks, while
exploring the possibilities and challenges of collaborative
work (involving shared interpretation, governance, and
management) between the NPS and tribal nations today.

The chapters in the volume come from a variety of
perspectives and positionalities: Native scholars and
practitioners offer their insights and expertise on the
potential for these collaborations. Non-Native park
service staff adept at building relationships with Native
communities also contributed, along with non-Native
scholars who have conducted research that supports
these collaborations. By bringing together these
diverse perspectives, we seek to contribute to a larger
conversation and invite further dialogue.

The range of case studies in this volume, and the various
types of engagement they illustrate, highlight how Native
peoples assert agency and sovereignty in reconnecting
with homelands and other vital places as they work with
the National Park Service. They also show how scholars
and park staff can and should play a more modest and
supporting role, as they work to assist Native partners



in this process. Throughout the volume, we explore the
concept of strategic collaboration to make sense of the
complex process by which project participants come
together with sometimes conflicting interests and find
ways to strategically engage with one another across these
differences. While ethnography is always collaborative

to a certain degree because it involves working with
people to learn more about their culture and experience,
research participants often do not design the research

or its protocols. Nevertheless, Native people have used
collaborations with park service staff and researchers for
their own interests, engaging strategically to motivate
change within the National Park Service. The chapters

in this volume reveal how tribal nations use these part-
nerships to assert sovereignty, establish shared governance,
accomplish cultural revitalization, and reconnect with
ancestral homelands. In many places, Native peoples’
strategic collaboration with parks have led these parks to
reckon with their relationships with Native communities,
rethinking how they interact with both Native people and
the broader public on many levels. The volume emphasizes
that collaboration is most successful when Native people
engage on their own terms.

As a concept and as a framework for practice, strategic
collaboration moves beyond the kind of engagement
researchers often strive for in collaboration, sometimes
with an assumption that all parties are working toward
the same goals and with the same intentions. Strategic
collaboration recognizes the potential for participants to
navigate different sets of interests to accomplish shared or
overlapping goals. Native nations, park service staff, and
researchers are each seeking their own outcomes from

the collaborative process. Sometimes these interests are

competing, so integrating them requires openness and
flexibility. When it’s successful, strategic collaboration
can be a process that furthers the sovereign relationships
that Native people have with their landscapes. In strategic
collaboration, park service staff and researchers assist and
support Native people’s efforts to access the landscape
and to educate the staff and public about their history

in a particular place. Ultimately, strategic collaboration

is not an equal partnership. Because of its legal status in
the United States, the NPS has more power and authority
over the spaces they oversee than Native people do. Yet,
tribal representatives come to the table and participate
on their own terms. Strategic collaboration is a process
that involves developing a reciprocal and respect-based
relationship from the start. The volume walks scholars
and practitioners through the process of building a
collaborative relationship between researchers, Native
partners, and public lands representatives. In the case
studies that follow, we lay out three general steps for
building strategic collaborations. First, staff, researchers,
and Native peoples must initiate sustainable relationships.
As a result of the history of erasure and assimilation,
Native peoples are often wary of developing partnerships
with governmental organizations like the park service.
But many of the successes presented in this volume are
helping to change attitudes on both sides, as is having
Native leadership at the top. Once the participants forge
trusting relationships, each of the groups are more able
to approach the difficult conversations that come with
contested understandings of history and the meanings of
a specific place. Ultimately, the goal is to gain sustained
collaborations that uphold the sovereignty of the tribal
nations that are affiliated with a particular landscape.
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