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I dedicate this book to the memory of my beautiful mother, Rose, from whom I inherit the gift of my Indianness
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INTRODUCTION

THERE ARE FEW ISSUES more contentious in Indian country than identity, and no one writes about it to win a popularity contest. The topic is difficult and, for many, painful. For some, this book will be eye-opening, and for others, it may stir up feelings of anger. Still others, I hope, will reexamine any old family stories about the long-lost Indian ancestor. I also want those who are unaware to become sensitized to the abuses of tribal governments that rob people of their tribal status through disenrollment, a topic so fraught that few are willing to confront it publicly. Colonization has been so effective that our very identities as Native people have been usurped, misconstrued, and weaponized. “Divide and conquer” is so internalized that we often can’t tell friend from foe, and families are ripped apart in identity-based power struggles. In the United States, no other ethnic identity is as misunderstood as American Indian.

One of the most damaging aspects of the colonial process has been the imposition of the European economic system. The twin forces of colonialism and capitalism resulted initially in the theft of tribal lands, resources, and children. In time, tribal cultures became commodities subject to market forces, eroding our very understanding of who we are as we struggled to survive within this deadly system. Indianness itself became commoditized, resulting in mass confusion about what it means to be responsible to kin and community. As a commodity, Indianness became available to anyone. In time, Indians were sacrificed to protect tribal casino profits. The commodification of Indianness has distorted the way the world sees us—and the way we see ourselves.

The goal of this book is not only to show how we got here but to provide some clarity as we navigate our way through the quagmire. I hope to provide a theoretical intervention into the growing literature on Native identity. My intention, however, is to write not under a pretense of dispassionate objectivity but from an unapologetically personal perspective. I am certain that the story I tell about my own Nativeness will resonate for a great many people; my writing method combines elements of autoethnography, scholarly discourse, and storytelling. Ultimately, my approach is relational, and my goal, more than anything, is to inform.

When I began this project, I thought I was going to write a book about Native American identity that focused on the complexities of Nativeness, the zone of liminality where so many people find themselves. For a variety of reasons, I didn’t want to focus exclusively on pretendianism, although it was tempting. I don’t love that word or believe it accurately describes those who have thin or even bogus claims to Nativeness. It’s not a one-size-fits-all description. It was clear, however, that the issue needs to be confronted with as much accuracy and precision as possible. At the same time, I have observed how disenrollment and enrollment moratoriums have become destructive forces in Indian country, a direct result of tribal indoctrination into capitalism. I see pretendianism and disenrollment as two sides of the same coin, so to speak, of settler colonial capitalism.1

First and foremost, I want to build a coherent, compelling analysis to help explain the seemingly intractable problem of Native American ethnic fraud. That is what is missing in our current public debates. The topic gets ever more inflamed with each new high-profile academic, author, or celebrity who gets called out as a pretendian. So much of our discourse on Native identity is emotionally driven reactions within the callout culture of social media; it’s hard to avoid getting pulled into those dramas. I also found myself in a situation I couldn’t ignore involving Sacheen Littlefeather, best known as a Native American woman who declined an Oscar on behalf of Marlon Brando in 1973. Over a period of ten years, I first accepted her story about who she was, and then came to believe Sacheen Littlefeather was a fraud. I felt unable to disclose what I knew publicly until after her death in 2022. I use the story as a case study to ground this book and introduce this fraught landscape. It serves as an entry point to investigate how Native American ethnic fraud and tribal disenrollment are distinct but interrelated phenomena stemming from the commodification of Indianness, and to understand how a myriad of circumstances have led many people of legitimate American Indian heritage to become disconnected from their tribes.

Sacheen Littlefeather rose to prominence after one seventy-eight-second moment at the 1973 Academy Awards, when she took to the stage in full Native American regalia to decline the Best Actor award on behalf of Marlon Brando for his role in The Godfather. It was a seminal moment, the first time the Oscars ceremony had been used as a platform for protest. Littlefeather experienced her Warholian fifteen minutes of fame, which came to define the rest of her life, cementing her legacy as a cultural icon in Indian country. But not long after her death in 2022, it was revealed that, as many had secretly suspected, Littlefeather was not who she said she was. Her image had been built on a single, elaborate lie that lasted half a century. Then, during the writing of this book, almost a year to the day after Littlefeather’s death, a bombshell story broke: Buffy Sainte-Marie had also fabricated her life story. It was shocking enough that Littlefeather, one of the most enduring symbols of Native heroism in modern American Indian history, turned out to be a fraud. That someone of Sainte-Marie’s stature could also have lied about her identity for six decades was unthinkable. Buffy Sainte-Marie, a rock and roll legend who rose to fame in the Greenwich Village days alongside Bob Dylan, Joan Baez, Joni Mitchell, and others, had become an Indigenous luminary in the US and Canada, supposedly of Canadian First Nations descent. When the Canadian investigative news show The Fifth Estate uncovered the facts of her birth and family of origin, the evidence seemed incontrovertible. Sainte-Marie had shared a narrative that she was born Cree but had been adopted during Canada’s 1960s scoop era, a time when many Native children were taken from their families and placed in the child welfare system. But contrary to her long-standing and often shifting story, the birth certificate that Sainte-Marie claimed didn’t exist was found in the office where such records are stored, in the county of her birth, in Massachusetts. It meant she couldn’t have been from a Cree community in Canada, nor a victim of the 1960s scoop. Yet, in one of the biggest moments of her career, Sainte-Marie told children on Sesame Street that she was an Indian. She hadn’t been adopted at birth, and perhaps most damning, The Fifth Estate presented evidence that she had levied threats against her own family if they contradicted her story. Then, at least one social media post emerged, written by her son several years earlier, confirming that his mother was not Indian.

The Buffy Sainte-Marie story punctuated the need for the book I had already been writing for almost a year. The deeper I dug into the research on what constitutes American Indian identity, the larger the phenomenon of pretendianism loomed. The central nagging questions were: How do we explain the persistence of the phenomenon of Native American ethnic fraud? How did it start, and what drives people to claim a heritage they were not born into? I’m not the first to ask such questions, but my perspective growing up outside my tribe of origin, born and raised in Southern California at a particular moment in time and with a certain lived experience, seemed relevant. I was searching for a way to understand Native American ethnic fraud in a historical and structural context. The deeper into the research I went, the clearer it became that Southern California, as the birthplace of pretendianism as we know it today, would be a central animating theme of this book. I trace this back to the nascent film industry in Southern California at the turn of the twentieth century. There are instances outside California of individuals who faked Indian identities before the film era to fraudulently acquire land allotments, but my contention is that Indian ethnic fraud, embedded in the film industry, became normalized, systemic, and uniquely Californian, spreading and playing out in other ways throughout the twentieth century.2

My analysis stems partly from Philip Deloria’s seminal work, Playing Indian, in which he argues that “playing Indian” is tied to European Americans’ search for an authentic identity and the need for legitimate belonging as settlers in a land not their own. Deloria drew from early American writers to help make sense of settlers’ “desire to extirpate [the Indian] . . . and the contradictory desire to glorify him.”3 Deloria was onto something significant, and his work has inspired new generations of scholarship grappling with the broader questions of Native American cultural appropriation. As my gaze deepened, I began to see different patterns in the growing body of literature on cultural appropriation: playing Indian turned into becoming Indian, as the research of scholars like Circe Sturm, Darryl Leroux, Kathleen Fitzgerald, Michelle Jacobs, and Brian Haley has shown. “Playing” Indian describes older forms of cultural appropriation characterized by hobbyism as a type of cosplay, superficial and more like a game of charades compared to those who become Indian. “Becoming” Indian takes cultural appropriation to the next level, beyond cosplay when people, sometimes entire families, alter their identities and adapt narratives to fit a persona of “being” Native American without evidence of connection to a legitimate tribal community or lived American Indian experience. It’s full-blown ethnic fraud when people intentionally lie about their heritage. This has become such a common phenomenon that since the mid-twentieth century, we see the mushrooming of entire communities and faux tribes composed of what Fitzgerald and Jacobs call reclaimers. Haley is more pointed, using the terms neo-Indians and neo-tribes, as is Leroux, with the term self-indigenization.

The origin of the pretendian phenomenon can be pinpointed to Southern California at a time when the United States was engaged in an Indian policy of forced assimilation. I perceive, however, a gap in the historiography that largely ignores how forced assimilation was not just about the coercive merging of Indians into white American culture but also into its capitalist economic system. Temporally, this period also coincided with the emergence of the film industry, and it is here, in turn-of-the-century Southern California, where we see the emergence of a pattern of Indian ethnic fraud. A study of early film history shows that it didn’t take long for the feigning of Indianness to become normalized. I argue that along with assimilation into the capitalist settler state came the commodification of Indianness, first through Indians performing in the popular Wild West shows, giving birth to Show Indians, hired to play themselves in dramatic spectacles that celebrated colonial conquest as the “winning of the West.” For Show Indians, performing indigeneity, initially a survival strategy for veterans of the Plains Wars as they adapted to their new colonized lives, became a viable and lucrative career choice as American Indians merged into the settler capitalist state. The content of early films, meanwhile, was often based on Indian themes, creating a demand for Indian actors, initially filled by Show Indians. With Indianness becoming a marketized commodity in the Hollywood film business, the field opened to anyone who could convincingly adopt an Indian persona.

Throughout the twentieth century, conditions continued to change dramatically for Native people, mediated by coercive federal policy and intensifying capitalist forces. Long before the 1950s relocation program of the termination era, migration from reservations began altering the social landscape for Native people, fueled by the need to escape the poverty resulting from the General Allotment Act of 1887. The relocation program alone drove over a hundred thousand Native people to cities around the US between the 1950s and 1970s.4 Native people from reservations all over the country found each other and formed new urban-based communities that became centers for ongoing political resistance while also fostering expressions of indigeneity in the context of a new urban pan-Indianism. Because indigeneity is defined by connection to a tribe in which members know each other and are often related, Indian ethnic fraud in reservation communities is highly improbable. But in urban settings, without local relational knowledge, there is space for people to make largely unverifiable claims. Native people also tended to take people at their word for tribal claims.

California became a magnet for what would by mid-century grow into the largest population of Native relocators in the country. Long before the relocation program, as Damon Akins and William Bauer write, Los Angeles attracted Indians seeking economic opportunities in agriculture, defense, oil production, and other industries tied to the real estate boom, including the film business. By 1930, three-quarters of the seven hundred Los Angeles-based Indians counted in a 1928 special census were not California Indians but Indians originally from other states. A thriving network of Native-run organizations sprouted in Los Angeles, and in the relocation years, the Los Angeles Field Relocation Office oversaw the relocation of thirty thousand Indians from across the West.5 In Northern California, San Francisco and Oakland didn’t experience quite the influx that LA did, though one study estimated the Bay Area population at around ten thousand by 1964.6 This era of Native American relocation coincided with a broader ethnic renewal movement and changes in census rules in 1960 that allowed for racial self-identification, leading to an explosion of new Native Americans. Through the 1960s and ’70s, as the racial pride movement grew, Indianness—being Indian—became desirable in a way it had never been before in the US. With more Indians in urban settings without any of the social mechanisms for regulating identities in reservation communities, the “popularity of being Indian,” as Vine Deloria Jr. called it, grew, giving birth to a new type of generic urban Indian identity. I argue this was the social rupture out of which today’s pretendianism arose, and nowhere was it more entrenched than California.

The settler capitalist state is the context that shapes Native American identity today for legitimate Native people, pretendians, and everybody in the middle zone of identity liminality. The latter are people who have legitimate American Indian heritage but who for countless reasons have been disenfranchised from official tribal belonging. Driven by economic imperatives, the modern tribe was created out of federal policies designed to foster tribal self-sufficiency, inevitably inscribing the kind of mindsets that come with living in a society governed by capitalism: scarcity, competition, selfishness, individualism, greed. Tribal communities historically characterized by inclusiveness, generosity, trust, and kinship were transformed into federal corporations concerned with the acquisition and distribution of resources, thrusting them into adopting policies that exclude and marginalize their own in increasingly disturbing ways. This is most evident in blood quantum policies, along with disenrollment and enrollment moratoriums that now plague upward of 17 percent of federally recognized tribes, most of which operate casinos. All are genocidal policies imposed not from the outside but self-inflicted.

Blood quantum—the measuring of “Indian blood” in fractions—is a holdover from when Native people were conceived of in a strictly racialized way, outside the framework of today’s tribal nationhood. Normalized in federal governing mechanisms first during the allotment years, it later became embedded in federal law and tribal governance frameworks with the establishment of the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA), which created the modern Indian tribe, in 1934. This racial logic infiltrated tribal communities who adopted it with the encouragement of the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) during the creation of IRA tribal constitutions. But tribes have always existed as discrete communities, their interactions with Europeans and then Americans resting on a political nation-to-nation foundation, not on a basis of racial difference. In today’s parlance, this relationship is referred to in terms of tribal sovereignty, a legal structure based on distinct treaty-based rights, which US courts have continually upheld. In recent decades a well-funded anti-Indian movement, primarily driven by the religious political right, has mobilized expressly to dismantle tribal sovereignty. This movement uses various strategies with one key argument: American Indian people are unconstitutionally given special rights based on their race, violating the Constitution’s equal protection clause, which prohibits discrimination based on race.

As the movement has grown, it has become an existential threat to tribal communities still struggling to survive the onslaught of four hundred years of colonial invasion. A core strategy is to drive legal cases to the US Supreme Court, a dangerous venue for litigating Indian rights in the past few decades, given the court’s track record of eroding tribal rights and its current demographic makeup. These legal battles have manifested most seriously in challenges to the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA), but similar arguments are emerging against other laws and policies, particularly the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act, deploying the same legal claims about race-based equal protection violations.

The analytical premise of this book rests on the core assumption that legitimate claims to Native American identity are a function of tribal sovereignty and the nation-to-nation relationship between tribes and the US. Focusing on the relationship between federally recognized tribes and the US disavows discourses about Indianness as a racial classification to reinforce the political nature of Native American identity, in line with canon law and defense strategies to protect ICWA and a broader tribal sovereignty.

The inherent imperfections and contradictions of relying on the ongoing colonial and paternalistic nature of this framework are acknowledged, especially where disenrollment is concerned. At the same time, defaulting to Native identity as constitutive of political status admits of the realpolitik of the tribal and federal relationship, and provides guidance and clarity for understanding Native identity on a spectrum—legitimate tribal belonging on one end, ethnic fraud on the other, and identity ambiguity in the vast middle ground. Building the foundation for a coherent analysis of Native identity and Native ethnic fraud requires historical contextualization to apprehend the structural and systemic nature of the phenomena and to ground it theoretically. Then we can gain a better understanding of how we reached this point and construct more rational, compelling responses, capable of leading to meaningful policies to combat the harms of both pretendianism and disenrollment, both direct results of settler capitalism.

The outline of the book follows a trajectory that mirrors descriptions in the previous paragraphs. I begin by situating myself on the topic of Native American identity as a person of verifiable tribal heritage but without tribal enrollment, thus as an occupant of the vast middle ground of ambiguity on a spectrum of Native identity. Chapter 1 iterates a case study of Sacheen Littlefeather based on my experience with her, with detailed attention to the evidence of her identity fraud, and establishes a basis for how we can cogently identify and discuss Native identity fraud thereafter. Chapter 2 lays out the terms of the debate by substantiating the centrality of tribal nationhood and the federal relationship. This represents the other end of the identity spectrum, with political status as the foundation for measuring legitimacy vis-à-vis the realpolitik of the nation-to-nation relationship within the settler state. This section also explores a discussion on tribal criteria for belonging, especially blood quantum, and examines how it enters tribal vernacular. It also makes distinctions between the numerous ways Nativeness is described. Chapter 3 excavates the origins of contemporary pretendianism in fin de siècle Los Angeles and the nascent film industry and examines this era of federal Indian policy, rooted in assimilation. Interrogating the nature of boarding schools in concert with allotment reveals the ways imposing capitalism on tribal communities and individuals was the central impetus of those policies, ultimately creating conditions of destabilization that impact tribal communities today. The chapter also traces a century-long history of American Indian advocacy in the film industry that was always concerned with Native identity fraud and its theft of jobs from legitimate Indians, bringing us to assess its persistence in Native Hollywood and the art and entertainment world today.

Chapter 4 continues unveiling California as the epicenter of contemporary pretendianism and neo-Indianism, particularly as it expanded and became more normalized during the counterculture era of the mid-twentieth century and infiltrated the New Age movement. Based on Brian Haley’s study of Chumash ethnogenesis and neo-tribalism, it opens to a discussion of the proliferation of neo-tribes and identifies ways that neo-tribes in California compete for financial resources in the conservation world based on dubious or outright fraudulent claims to indigeneity. Chapter 5 further investigates the role of settler capitalism in destabilizing tribal communities and individual identities through disenrollment. In the name of nation building, tribes abrogate their own traditional tribal values and “original instructions” rooted in inclusiveness, generosity, and relationality to achieve success gauged by capitalistic standards characterized by scarcity, exclusion, and greed. It highlights the case of the Pechanga Band of Luiseño Indians to expose patterns common to disenrolling tribes and cross-examines the nature of power in tribal politics. Chapter 6 deepens the discussion of Native identity, introducing the idea of its existence on a spectrum. The Native identity spectrum is defined by legitimacy, measured by proximity to a federally recognized tribe, casting light on the many ways individual Native people or tribes can be and have been marginalized and ineligible for official tribal belonging or recognition. I argue that language matters in how people talk about their ostensible Native American heritage, and I probe the ways that Native identity claims take on the character of a personal possession within the logics of the settler capitalist state. Finally, the book returns to the story of Sacheen Littlefeather, offering a culturally based way of viewing Native identity fraud and disenrollment, summarizes the ideas of the foregoing chapters, and offers suggestions for curbing the excesses and abuses of both pretendianism and disenrollment.

TELLING A PERSONAL STORY

As a researcher and scholar, I’ve been trained not to center myself in my research. I’m not trained in autoethnography or memoir writing, so writing at length about my personal experience takes me outside my comfort zone. I don’t like to risk being perceived as self-indulgent, but I also know that the story about who I am as a Native person with all my identity complexities could be relatable to many others. It is in the interest of complete transparency with an aim toward accountability that I share my story with you now.

My father, Vince Gilio, was one of six in a family of American-born children to Sicilian immigrant parents. His father, Dominick, was from Messina, and my grandmom, Bessie, was from Palermo, Italy. Both came to the US as youths. Grandpop’s name is carved in a wall at Ellis Island. Both were from the old country, people whose English was limited; Grandpop had around a fourth-grade level of literacy and Grandmom could not read or write in English or Italian. It was always up to us family members to write things for her. Grandmom and Grandpop raised their children in Philadelphia during the Depression, but Grandmom’s family came in a wave of Sicilian migration through New Orleans in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Looking for a new start after a failed marriage in his twenties, my dad hopped on a train to the farthest point west he could go—Los Angeles, California. Most of his immediate family members eventually followed, so I grew up knowing lots of aunts, uncles, and cousins from the Gilio side. In my early years, it was Sicilian dialect and culture I was most exposed to.

My dad met my mom, Rosemarie Burnett Gilio, in Los Angeles sometime in the mid-1950s. My mom’s life story was vaguer than my dad’s because she kept a lot of secrets. In a profound way, my life has been shaped by my journey to understand my mother, and my mission to uncover the painful history she tried desperately to hide from my sisters and me. I am the oldest of three daughters born to Vince and Rose, and until I was about fifteen, I believed I was the first child for both of them. That was when Mom disclosed to me that she’d had a son before I was born who, she maintained, had been taken from her. She disclosed it one night during one of her epic drinking binges, which were frequent during the days she and my dad were going through a divorce. I would come to know over the course of many years that her son was not the only child she’d given birth to before me—two other children were born after him. It would also eventually come out that my dad had two children from his previous marriage. I was number six out of eight children between the two of them, not as I had always believed, the first child out of three. These details revealed themselves over the span of my entire life. It’s been a jarring reorientation of my self-perception. What I’ve learned has been an inspiring force for this book.

My mom had come to California from Seattle, where she had been living before she met my dad in LA. She was born in Spokane, and she was an enrolled member of the Colville Confederated Tribes, whose reservation is about ninety miles away. She’d spent some of her childhood on the reservation during the Depression while her father worked on roadbuilding projects, likely through the Works Progress Administration. Her father, George Burnett, was white, descended from well-documented lines of settlers stretching all the way back to the earliest New England colonies. One of those ancestors was John Warner, who was a member of the Gortonist religious separatist movement and involved in the Shawomet Purchase of 1643. Shawomet became Warwick, Rhode Island. Another ancestor was Comfort Starr, a well-to-do settler who traveled from England on the ship Hercules in 1635 during the Great Puritan Migration and later became one of the founders of Harvard University. I have ancestors from other old English settler families in New England, including the Sages, the Potters, the Warners, and the Formans.

My mom’s mother, Mabel Desautel, was born in Republic, Washington, in 1908, which was within the borders of the Colville Reservation just sixteen years before. That’s known today as the North Half in the traditional territory of the Okanogan and Sinixt people.7 The North Half, over a million acres of fertile valleys and mountainous forestlands in the Columbia River watershed, was taken without consent by an act of Congress in 18928 and without proper compensation.9 Grandma’s father was Gilbert Desautel, and her mother was Ida O’Brien. Both descended from long lines of full- and mixed-blood Indians and French Canadian and Scottish settlers. They are traced back at least eleven generations, according to Catholic Church records and journals written by and about David Thompson, the region’s first settler and explorer, and his guide, Jaco Finley. Finley, a half-Indian (records vary on whether he was Chippewa or Cree) explorer, founded Spokane House, the first trading post in Washington State, and worked for the Hudson’s Bay Company. We are direct descendants of Jaco Finley. The Indians in our family tree were mostly Okanogan, according to census records, and Sinixt, based on oral history, with a few Spokane ancestors sprinkled in, and the Chippewa (or Cree) mother of Jaco Finley. Most became residents on or near the Colville Reservation by the time of its establishment in the nineteenth century.

I met my grandma Mabel only a handful of times because she lived so far from us—and because her relationship with my mom was so damaged. My mother struggled with alcohol addiction, just as her mother did. I did not understand why the relationship was so fractured until the night Mom told me about the son who had been taken from her, which she blamed her mother for. Even then, I couldn’t comprehend how something so awful could transpire in a family. All I knew was that my mother believed her own mother never loved her, and I could tell it was related to her drinking problem. My mother’s family had suffered a profound breakdown, and alcohol seemed to be at the center of it. One time, our family took a long road trip to the reservation to visit relatives. We spent a week camping in the woods near Republic, hunting and fishing. I was in heaven—even at twelve, all the cells of my body could feel my ancestral connection to the land. I had embraced my Indianness ever since I could remember. But I was keenly aware of the constant fear that excessive drinking instills in a kid, not knowing what will go wrong next, and it always did. Knockdown, drag-out fights. Car wrecks. DUIs. Delirium tremens and psychiatric hospitalization. Jail. All of that happened to my mom, numerous times, during my life as a child and as an adult. My mom’s brother, my uncle Jim, contracted a rare brain disorder from his alcoholism, dying in a state of disassociation after years in a mental institution. Alcohol destroyed our family, or so I thought, until I learned about some of our carefully concealed secrets. That’s when I realized alcohol was a symptom of even deeper issues.

In my early thirties, I started searching for answers to some of the destructive patterns I had fallen into as an adult, many of which revolved around being a survivor of domestic violence. How had this happened to me? I knew, as the adult child of an alcoholic, I needed to understand my mother better and the circumstances that had shaped her life—and those of my sisters and me. This search led me back to the reservation and my mom’s estranged family. My grandmother had long since passed, but her brothers—my great uncles Vern and John—were still there. They welcomed my return, having not seen me since I was a kid. They loved Rosie, as my mom was known in her family. Everyone who knew my mother loved her. Despite all her faults, she was a kind and gentle soul with a heart of gold.

Uncle Vern, in particular, was very accommodating. By then, he was seventy-five, a tribal elder living in a run-down singlewide on the banks of the Columbia River in Elmer City, just down the road from the Colville agency offices in Nespelem. Tough, with a chip on his shoulder, he took pride in still being able to fish and hunt, and provide food for the tribal elders. And he was kind to me, introducing me to relatives I had never met before and acquainting me with our ancestral lands. We went to the July 4 powwow, what he and the other old-timers called the war dances, in Nespelem. In the evenings as the sun set over the ridge across the river, we sat on the porch, watching bald eagles fish for their dinner as we drank his special home brew, and he told me stories. So many stories. Stories about our family. Stories about the olden times before there were cars on the reservation and they still traveled in horse-drawn wagons. He told me how they’d go ice fishing and take the ice from the lakes to icehouses, where they’d pack it with sawdust. They stored food there most of the year. He told me about his mother, my great-grandmother Ida, and how she’d been a logging truck driver in the 1930s. There were stories about salmon fishing at Kettle Falls before the Grand Coulee Dam was built and flooded our sacred falls, and about how he’d helped build that “damn dam” responsible for disrupting so much of Colville life. And then there were stories about the boarding school, Chemawa, in Oregon, that he, Uncle John, and my grandmother had been sent to as children.

In 1991, that first year I was there with Uncle Vern, we did not talk openly about the Indian boarding schools like we do today. Not much was widely known about them. It was common for boarding school experiences not to be shared in families, and it was no different in my family. I remember hearing the word Chemawa, but I don’t remember stories about being there. I do remember Mom talking about her uncle Jim O’Brien going to Carlisle during the time Jim Thorpe was there as a point of pride. Uncle Jim came back to the reservation, she said, and later helped bring a lawsuit against the federal government—it took another forty-three years to settle—to compensate the tribe for damage and loss of lands caused by the dam’s flooding.10

The things Uncle Vern told me about the boarding school were devastating and shocking—having to wear military-style uniforms, being drilled with rifles, receiving corporal punishment, living in isolation—and that was just what he was willing to share. Uncle Vern, Uncle John, and Grandma all tried running away. One time Grandma ran away, got bit by a rattlesnake, and was sent back to the school. For all the things Uncle Vern talked about, I now wonder what kind of things he couldn’t talk about. What was the unspeakable? What he told me was what I understand today as a textbook boarding school story. The more I learned over the years about the effects of the boarding schools, the more I was able to make sense of the tragic direction my mom’s family had taken. The violence of it all explained the alienation and lack of affection between my mother and her mother, and how it would have generational impact, even in my own life. It explained, at least partially, my mom’s alcoholism. The schools were designed, as all federal Indian policy of the time, to destroy Native families and culture. Our family was a living example of how effective it was.11

Big unanswered questions about my mom’s life still hung over our heads. Then, in the 1990s, my sisters and I found out Mom had given up a second child for adoption. She told us she had received a letter from this daughter through a mediator, requesting contact, which Mom denied. We were upset with her—even if she didn’t want contact, we felt it was our right to have a relationship with our sister. I tried to find this sister, who was living in Wenatchee, Washington, but in those days before the internet, it was impossible, without going all the way up there to hunt for her—something out of the question for me, living in Northern California with a new baby.

In early 2022, a woman who had taken a DNA test that led her to us contacted my sister Sissy, asking if she was the daughter of Rosemarie Burnett. She turned out to be Amy, the daughter of our sister in Wenatchee who had contacted Mom all those years before. It was the beginning of our finding answers to the huge remaining questions about our mother’s life. Our conversations with Amy led to contact with our missing siblings. We learned about another child our mom had given up for adoption; there were three altogether before I was born. Two of those siblings had found each other in the early ’90s when one of them, Amy’s mom, was able to access her adoption records in Washington State, which is how they learned about the third sibling, our older brother. But the unsealed adoption records did not provide enough information to reveal the other siblings—my sisters and me. The DNA testing company’s database connected us all, including our brother, Robert. All it took was a few emails to connect after a lifetime of believing it would be impossible to find our lost siblings.

It was the adoption records of our brother, Robert, that provided information that has helped me understand my mother’s tragic life.12 His (our) mother raised him until he was five, at which point the state intervened to take him away. He was old enough to have bonded with and have memories of her. Robert grew up believing his mother had abandoned him with neighbors; the unsealed caseworker notes provided to him by the state led him to understand she also desperately but unsuccessfully tried to get him back. The notes indicated that on the day she gave birth to Robert at a Catholic hospital, as a nineteen-year-old married woman, he was declared a dependent of the court and placed under the care of Catholic Community Services. On the papers, his mother’s race is listed as “Caucasian and Indian.” In our family’s records, numerous other historical documents including census records and my own birth certificate ten years later list my mother as white, despite her being an enrolled tribal member her whole life. It is curious, then, that adoption records would identify her as Indian. And it raised the question: Why was Robert made a ward of the court and a dependent of Catholic services the day he was born yet his mother took him home and raised him for the next five years?

The deliberate disruption of Native families, initiated by the federal Indian boarding school policy and enforced at the state level from the early to late twentieth century, was driven by pervasive beliefs in Native cultural inferiority. Social workers in state family services agencies often presumed the unfitness of mothers based on nothing more than being Indian or being poor.13 They used intimidation and sometimes outright fraud to acquire “consent.”14 Women faced harassment from social workers both before and after giving birth, with pressure to place their babies for adoption. As Margaret Jacobs writes, “Unlike American women more generally, Indian women, whether they were married or not, commonly faced harassment to relinquish their children for adoption.”15 The removal of children from Native women was so widespread that a study conducted by attorney Bertram Hirsch in the late 1960s found 25 to 35 percent of Native children were being taken from their homes. It’s been called a scoop because agency officials often entered tribal communities and homes and quickly took as many kids as they could.16 The crisis led to the creation in 1978 of the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) to help keep Indian children in their homes, families, and communities.

The unsealed adoption records of my older brother provided ample evidence that he was part of the pre-ICWA scoop. The record shows my mom filed for divorce after just a couple of years of marriage. My mother gave birth to two more children during the early 1950s, before birth control pills, and after a failed marriage, as a single working mom, she decided to give them both up—all before turning twenty-five. That’s a devastating amount of loss and grief. It explains why my mom suffered from depression, attempting suicide numerous times. The loss of her children alone was enough to explain alcoholism, let alone her having been born into a family affected by the Indian boarding school experience. In other words, my mother’s life was shaped by trauma, a direct result of being born American Indian. It didn’t matter that she was mixed-blood and light skinned, or didn’t live on the reservation. Being able to pass as white didn’t save her from the special abuse reserved for Native people.

My mother’s life demonstrates that discrimination toward Indigenous people in the United States was never just about race or skin color. It’s always been about what mattered most to the American project: land and resources. Native people were an obstacle to be eliminated—my mother, her mother, the Indian ancestors before them, and those who come after them, including me, my siblings, and all of our children. Indian elimination as an organizing principle is a fundamental thread in the social fabric from which the US has been woven, and as a foundational presumption, it is embedded in the darkest corners of the American mindset, infecting even the most well-meaning people in governmental or family structures. Elimination in today’s world means denying people’s identity as Indians, even when there is documentation and evidence of kinship relations.

When my mom met my dad in Los Angeles in the mid-1950s, she was struggling to rebuild her life after all she had been through, as was he. Termination was the political force behind federal Indian policy, and while my mom didn’t come to LA on a relocation voucher, she was caught up in that wave, inadvertently part of the US effort to solve the “Indian problem.” Marrying into a Sicilian family had its own unique challenges; the cultural differences were glaring, despite their love for each other. I grew up close to my large transplanted East Coast Sicilian family, and they loved and embraced my mom. Grandmom understood—and loved—the fact that she had Indian grandchildren. But other family members couldn’t understand why I always identified more with my mother’s Indian heritage than with our Sicilian and Italian heritage. Maybe it was because I was close to my mom and inherited my looks from her side, or maybe it was because of the happy memories she shared of her Indian childhood. Sadly, though, the message my non-Indian family members conveyed was that my Indianness was not enough to matter, based on their stereotypical views about who is Indian. I have struggled with this feeling of not being enough my entire life.

The truth is I inhabit a painful grey zone of Nativeness, a space of liminality where I am, at least in a legal sense, neither fully Indian nor fully non-Indian. On paper I can’t meet the tribe’s blood quantum standard, so I am not enrolled like my mother. I possess a certificate of descendancy—a descendant letter—issued by the tribe that entitles me to some tribal and governmental benefits. I inherited fractionated interests of allotment land handed down from ancestors several generations ago. As a legal descendant, I qualify as Indian under some definitions but not others. In a social way, some see me as American Indian while others do not. It is simultaneous inclusion and exclusion, belonging and unbelonging. My descendant letter and fractionated allotment inheritance is a fragile lifeline to my tribal government.

My lived reality is far from unusual. Countless people in the US who descend from American Indians don’t meet the standards for full or even partial tribal inclusion. Sacheen Littlefeather, however, was not one of them, as I show in the following pages. Still, the drama of her life and death highlights the endlessly unsettled way we think about indigeneity in the US. Because so much of our national discourse around Indianness centers on personal claims, misinformation, and a long history of stereotypes, Littlefeather’s story is an ideal starting point for these discussions. The combination of my personal circumstances and my interactions with Littlefeather are the book’s larger story. I add my voice to our collective search for a coherent way to address the issues of Native identity and Native ethnic fraud.







CHAPTER ONE

A PRETENDIAN PRINCESS

The Curious Case of Sacheen Littlefeather


Taking on another persona, you can be anything you want.

—SACHEEN LITTLEFEATHER, 20101



DATELINE: SEPTEMBER 17, 2022, Hollywood, California. It was one of the weirdest days of my life, and that’s from someone who was born in Hollywood and grew up in Los Angeles, one of the most interesting and weirdest places on Earth. LA is the land of illusion, after all, where the fusion of reality and fantasy is a setup for cognitive dissonance at any given moment. But what do you call it when cognitive dissonance is collective, when masses of people believe in a fantasy with little basis in reality, when they have believed a lie for so long that it has become their truth? On this day the discordant culmination of half a century of one person’s lies was on full display at the Academy Museum of Motion Pictures, where an event was being held to honor the life of Sacheen Littlefeather. Littlefeather had built a reputation after a peculiar, highly celebrated incident at the 1973 Academy Awards, based on her supposed Native American heritage that helped cement a dubious place in Oscar history. In the infamous incident Littlefeather rejected an Oscar on behalf of Marlon Brando for his role in The Godfather, an experience Littlefeather, a budding actress at the time, later claimed ruined her career. The purpose of the museum event was to extend an official apology to Littlefeather for the (supposed) damage. Presiding over the ceremony were director and president of the Academy Museum of Motion Pictures Jacqueline Stewart, former president of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences David Rubin, current academy president Janet Yang, Academy CEO Bill Kramer, and cochairs of the academy’s Indigenous Alliance Bird Runningwater and Heather Rae Bybee. It was a celebration of Native culture with all the Indigenous pomp and circumstance—a powwow drum, Native hip-hop artist Calina Lawrence, and Apache Crown Dancers—along with hundreds of attendees at the museum’s David Geffen Theater.

I was there with a couple of Native friends who have worked in the film industry—what we might call Native Hollywood—for decades. We knew people at the event and were intimately familiar with the Littlefeather story. I had a personal connection because I had known Sacheen since 2012, when I started working with her as a journalist. My experience with her over the years, however, had shifted my thinking about who she was, challenging the belief that she was Native American. Before that, like most people, I took for granted she was an Indian. In 2016, I began to have nagging suspicions about the veracity of her claims. By 2018, as I shared my doubts with others, who felt the same, I became convinced she was a fraud. Besides all the evidence already publicly available, I had other, more personal evidence, given to me by Sacheen herself. Thus, my attendance at the academy museum event was not as an ardent admirer of Sacheen Littlefeather but as an observer of a bizarre spectacle, gathering material for research. For my companions (also disbelievers) and me, the whole experience was surreal, like a movie where illusion is presented as reality; even the theater’s stark red aesthetics reminded me of David Lynch’s Twin Peaks. Things only got weirder when Sacheen died two weeks later, and then three weeks after that, with the release of an article exposing her false identity. It was the opening of a Pandora’s box that had been a long time coming, and the controversy it unleashed is certain to reshape conversations about Native American identity and ethnic fraud in Indian country for years to come. It is an ideal place to start talking about what constitutes Native identity and will serve as a useful reference point throughout this book in our discussions about authenticity and fraud.

The story of Sacheen Littlefeather, born Marie Louise Cruz, cuts deep for many Native and non-Native people who believed her half-century-long deception about being, as she phrased it, “Native American Indian.” Littlefeather’s performance at the Oscars, controversial at the time, elevated her to a cultural icon, a hero. She was believable; her appearance was convincing, and her message was on point and timely, solidifying an illusion of credibility. The evidence, however, reveals it was a ruse that people were manipulated into believing. The story of Littlefeather at the Academy Awards has been recounted many times in print, audio, and film over the last half century. Some parts of the story remain the same over time, but taken as a whole, they represent the tip of a much bigger iceberg, hiding a world of inconsistencies, contradictions, and blatant lies. Perhaps most disturbingly, people have been complicit in maintaining Littlefeather’s public image over the decades. Most of the untruths can be established by simple fact-checking and the testimony of Littlefeather’s family members and at least one former friend, as I will show. Rather than assess every large and small false claim Littlefeather has made over time—there are far too many to cover in a single chapter—I will focus on the most relevant claims and narratives she advanced that turned out to be verifiably untrue, especially relative to being American Indian.2 What follows is the Sacheen Littlefeather story from the perspective of my experience with her and the information that has become public since her death.

THE OSCARS BACKSTORY

In 1973, Marlon Brando was not just a highly talented, experienced, and celebrated actor; he was an iconoclast. In an industry that punishes those who are too politically outspoken, Brando entered the entertainment world with finely honed political beliefs. He’d studied acting in the 1940s at New York’s progressive New School, where he studied under teachers who had survived Nazi Germany and aligned himself with the Zionist movement to build an Israeli state.3 By the 1960s, Brando was a full-blown civil rights activist, drawn into American Indian causes. He showed up to the Fish Wars protests in Washington State in 1964 at the behest of leaders of the National Indian Youth Council, bringing national visibility to an issue most Americans knew little about: Indian treaty rights.4 As a Hollywood insider, Brando was attuned to stereotyping and pay inequity, issues that American Indians in the industry had experienced for decades. Using the Oscars to literally stage a civil rights protest was not just confrontational, as some people saw it; it directly defied the industry that had made Brando a star. It also fit with his reputation for irreverence, and Sacheen Littlefeather willingly became his accomplice after accepting his invitation to appear in his place at the Academy Awards on March 27, 1973.

The key facts of the incident are that Littlefeather was a twenty-six-year-old aspiring model and actress living in San Francisco after relocating to the Bay Area from her hometown of Salinas around 1969.5 She’d been working as the public service director at KFRC radio station when Brando’s invitation for her to stand in for him came, about a year after she’d written him a letter. She first contacted Brando when Godfather director Francis Ford Coppola connected them.6 According to her account in the 2019 documentary film Sacheen: Breaking the Silence, Littlefeather contacted Brando to gauge his commitment to Native American issues. In the film, she recounts attending the event with Brando’s personal secretary and sitting in the second row. When it came time for the Best Actor award, and Liv Ullman announced, “Marlon Brando for The Godfather,” Littlefeather took to the stage wearing a Plains-style buckskin dress, moccasins, and beaded hair ties. She held her hand up to reject the Oscar statue, her other hand holding the eight-page speech Brando had given her to read. The first thing she said was: “Hello, my name is Sacheen Littlefeather. I’m Apache and president of the National Native American Affirmative Image Committee.”7 It was those two simple words, “I’m Apache,” that sparked a controversy that led to the exposure of lies that swirled around her identity after her death in 2022.

The rest of her seventy-eight-second speech, however, raised issues that became the foil for what would prove to be a false claim. She said that Marlon Brando “very regretfully cannot accept this very generous award and the reasons for this being are the treatment of American Indians today by the film industry . . . and on television in movie reruns and also with recent happenings at [the occupation of] Wounded Knee.”8 She had thrown the gauntlet down in front of Hollywood’s elite power brokers—and millions of others on live television. It was a direct challenge to the film industry to confront how it was perpetuating harms to Indian country, whether people were ready to hear it or not. The mix of booing and applause from the audience highlighted the range of reactions to Brando’s stunt, with Littlefeather instantly becoming both a pariah and a hero.

The media backlash was swift and severe. The Oscars had never before been used as a platform for protest, so the widespread shock and indignation that followed was to be expected. Brando and Littlefeather were both criticized. Brando was called a coward or an ingrate, and Littlefeather became the target of racist and stereotyped epithets. The irony of some of the media reactions was that Littlefeather’s Native identity was called into question, inevitably fueling her story of persecution.9 She always maintained that after the Oscars she was boycotted in Hollywood, and in Breaking the Silence, she claims that the FBI was the source of blacklisting, which she calls “redlisting.” “The FBI went around Hollywood and told production companies if they hired me or had me on their show that they would shut down their production. It was highly political and the FBI planted lies about me,” she says in the film. No evidence is offered to back the allegation. She claimed that the redlisting made it very difficult for her to get a job, yet her filmography shows that she landed roles in at least seven films between 1973 and 1978, the most significant roles of her short-lived acting career.10 In another dubious statement in Breaking the Silence, Littlefeather posits that after the Oscars, a media blackout on the Wounded Knee occupation was lifted: “All the world’s media went to Wounded Knee and broke the media blackout. . . . I believe that changed the tide of history, that lives were saved.” It’s an extraordinary statement for her to make when historians have typically never connected the two incidents in this way
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