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Abstract 

Paha Sapa (the Black Hills) is a small mountain range located in what are now the American 

states of South Dakota and Wyoming.  The region is a major tourism destination, and its 

single largest and most iconic tourist attraction is the Mount Rushmore National Memorial – 

a large sculpture featuring four U.S. presidents’ faces carved into a granite cliff.  Mount 

Rushmore is widely viewed as a cornerstone of American heritage, and most of Paha Sapa’s 

tourism celebrates the past two centuries of Euro-American settlement in the region.  

However, this limited focus neglects the vast majority of the region’s human history and 

diminishes its past and present significance to Native people as a place of spiritual guidance 

and inspiration. 

In this research, I investigate the environmental history and cultures of Paha Sapa, from its 

earliest-known human inhabitants at the end of the Pleistocene Epoch to the present.  I 

adopt the Cultures Framework (Stephenson, Barton, et al., 2015) to explore the norms, 

material culture, and practices of three distinct cultural periods that have existed throughout 

the human history of Paha Sapa: the Sacred Landscape (≈13,500 B.C.E – 1877 C.E.), the 

Frontier Settlement (1877 – 1945), and the Tourism & Recreational Area (1945 – present).  

My analyses of all three periods draw from anthropological, archaeological, and historical 

accounts, while my analysis of contemporary culture also draws from data from forty-five 

interviews undertaken during fieldwork in 2018.  This novel application of the Cultures 

Framework to examine historical culture and cultural change identifies opposing interests 

vying for control of Paha Sapa’s future – some driven by compassion for people and place 

and others by anthropocentrism and social exclusion. 

In the final chapters of this thesis, I present a comparative analysis of the cultures that have 

existed in the region throughout its history and discuss possible futures that hinge upon the 

decisions and actions of key stakeholders. I conclude with the assessment that Paha Sapa 

approaches a cultural crossroads, a point at which those who live within and visit the region 

may either embrace its ecocentric legacy or cement its more recent status as a stronghold of 

rugged individualism and white supremacy.  The choices made at this critical moment – at 

this nexus of ideological convergence – will ultimately set the course for a future that 

remains, as yet, unwritten.  
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Terminology and Spelling 

In this thesis, I have made choices regarding the use of certain words and phrases, as well as 

the spelling used throughout the document.  Here I briefly outline those decisions and my 

reasoning behind them:  

“Native” People 

The continent presently known as North America has been the home to thousands of groups 

of people, who speak and have spoken a multitude of languages and dialects, throughout its 

extensive human history prior to the arrival of European settlers.  Using an umbrella term to 

refer to these diverse groups of people is an exercise in generalization, as no single term can 

reflect the level of cultural diversity that exists and has existed over time (Weaver, 1997, p. 

xiii).  However, a number of such terms have arisen as products of both convenience and 

cultural solidarity (Horse, 2005).  “American Indian” and “Native American” are popular, and 

while it is always more nuanced to refer to people by their specific tribal names, these are 

the two most widely accepted broad designations (Tucker, Kojetin, & Harrison, 1995).  

However, even these terms contain an inherent fallacy – the word “American” itself being a 

product of colonization. 

In this thesis, I endeavor to use specific tribal names when discussing a particular community 

or cultural group.  When referring broadly to the people who inhabited North America prior 

to European settlement (and the continent’s naming), I use “Native” – capitalized as per the 

deferential social convention for ethnic names (Wachal, 2000).  At times, I mention 

Indigenous peoples elsewhere in the world, in which case I use specific tribal/regional 

designations when possible.  However, when referring to such people collectively, or to 

those within and outside of North America, I use the term “Indigenous” (also capitalized).  

While these designations are useful in the context of my research, I wish to be clear in my 

belief that all people are Native to this planet (whether they realize it or not).  Respect for 

non-human life and the Earth itself is defined more by philosophy and compassion than by 

appearance or place of origin. 

 

 



Thunkasila Sakpe/Mount Rushmore 

While the focus of my thesis is the environmental history and culture of Paha Sapa (The 

Black Hills), there is a specific place within this region that is central to many of my 

deliberations.  Unlike my study region as a whole (See Chapter 1), I refer to this place in the 

present by the name given to it in the early Nineteenth Century by Euro-American settlers.  

This decision stems from my stance that not only the mountain itself, but also its symbolism 

and character, has been fundamentally transformed.  In my view, referring to it by its Lakota 

name (Thunkasila Sakpe; See Chapter 4) would be a mischaracterization of the socially and 

environmentally exclusive worldview currently embraced there.  However, I do not mean to 

say this cannot change.  In Chapter 7, I review the significance of this name and its future in 

light of collective choices made in the present. 

United States English Spelling 

I am a student at the University of Otago in Aotearoa (New Zealand), and the guidelines of 

this institution recommend that all PhD theses use United Kingdom English spelling.  

However, as is likely already apparent, I have elected to use United States English spelling 

throughout the document.  I have made this decision not out of personal preference (I have 

none), but out of consideration for those who read this thesis when it is published online.  

Provided the project’s focus on a specific region of the United States, I expect much of my 

audience will be accustomed to such spelling or perhaps have a direct connection to my 

study region.  There is something seemingly condescending or judgmental about speaking of 

a place and its people using a language variant to which they are unaccustomed, especially 

in light of Paha Sapa’s colonial past.   

Of course, this raises the additional question of whether English is even the right language to 

speak about Paha Sapa at all, regardless of subtle variations to its spelling.  I am left with 

little choice on that front as it is my only way of communicating, yet it is my hope that the 

language may reach others with similar linguistic limitations and do some good for the 

region in this instance.
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1.1. Approaching Paha Sapa 

1.1.1. Introduction to the Region 

The place widely known as the Black Hills is a small mountain range (13,000 mi2/21,824 km2) 

located in what are now the Western US states of South Dakota and Wyoming (Figure 1.1).  

The range is surrounded by prairie on all sides, leading some to describe it as an “emerald 

oasis” (Tom D Griffith, 2009, p. ix), or an “island in a sea of grass” (B. Lee, 1996).  Its story 

begins around 1.8 billion years ago in the Precambrian, when its granite “core” formed 

under conditions of extreme temperature and pressure (Terry & Friberg, 1990).  Over 1.2 

billion years later in the Paleozoic Era, large volumes of sandstone and limestone were 

deposited, and conditions in the years since facilitated the formation of caves and large gold 

deposits in sedimentary layers (Mullen, Yuan, & Mitchell, 2018; Whitmore, 2019).  An 

episode of tectonic uplift known as the Laramide Orogeny occurred in the Mezozoic Era and 

resulted in the unique jagged topographical profile that is observed today (Figure 1.2; 

Mullen et al., 2018).  Several products of this turbulent geologic history – including the 

range’s topography, its network of caves, and the gold deposits in its sandstone – would 

later prove paramount to cultural developments in its complex human history. 

 

Figure 1.1: Location of the Black Hills mountain range within the land now known as North 
America. Image created using National Geographic Interactive Mapmaker (2020); Photo by 
Will Stovall. 
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A. 

 

B. 

 

Figure 1.2: [A] The cliffs of Spearfish Canyon and [B] the “Cathedral Spires” – granite 
structures that exemplify the Black Hills’ unique topographical profile (Photo by Will Stovall). 

Today, the Black Hills comprise South Dakota’s largest tourist region, and tourist numbers, 

spend, and development continued reliably each year since the 1940s prior to the outbreak 

of the COVID-19 pandemic (Tourism Economics, 2015, 2020; Zalaubowski, 2019).  It is also a 

substantial residential area, and the population of all Black Hills counties combined was 
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estimated in 2017 to be 182,218 (American Community Survey (ACS), 2018).  On the surface, 

the population centers within this land of supermarkets, fuel stations, and fast-food 

restaurants are functionally indistinguishable from other cities in the heartland of twenty-

first century America.  However, what is not immediately apparent is the complexity of the 

region’s past and the influence it continues to have on contemporary social and 

environmental dynamics.  Indeed, present infrastructure and lifestyle in the Black Hills 

conceal a powerful tale of beauty and suffering – a legacy of thousands of years of human 

habitation and multiple instances of fundamental cultural subversion.   

1.1.2. What’s in a Name? 

The first step in approaching this momentous human history is understanding the various 

names by which the region is known.  Its English name “Black Hills” is a loose translation of 

one of the region’s many Native names, specifically “Paha Sapa” – one of the two names 

given to it by the Oceti Sakowin people.  In the language of the Oceti Sakowin (See Chapter 

4), the word “Paha” describes the way the mountains can be seen from the distance to 

emerge from the Earth with unyielding force.  The word “Sapa”, an adjective in this context, 

refers to the dark appearance the native ponderosa pine trees impart to the mountain 

range.  This name has been translated into English as “Black Hills”, though this translation 

does not fully express the reverence for the land that “Paha Sapa” conveys (Means, 2009).  

Even more reverential than “Paha Sapa” is the other Oceti Sakowin name for the range – 

“Kȟe Sapa”.  “Kȟe” (pronounced “hay” and sometimes spelled “He”) is not as easily 

translated as “Paha”, but, put broadly, it describes the act of intimately experiencing the 

range’s cliffs, valleys, and trees, encapsulating the sacred energy and spirit that one can only 

know and understand when physically existing within their presence (C. Howe, Soldier, & 

Lee, 2013; Means, 2009). 

From this point forward, I refer to the range as Paha Sapa.  As I write from my desk 

thousands of miles away in Aotearoa (New Zealand), I am aware that I have known some of 

the spirit of Kȟe Sapa during my time there, and I can vividly and fondly recall my 

experiences.  However, I can only use “Paha Sapa” to describe the range from a distance, as I 

cannot know it now with the same intimacy as I could when I was there physically.  As a 

reader of this work and other literature about the region, you may find yourself in a similar 

situation.  However, if you choose to read this thesis in Paha Sapa under the shade of a 
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ponderosa pine, dwarfed by immense cliffs and surrounded by the chorus of the birds and 

the music of a meandering stream (arguably the most appropriate way to do so), you could 

perhaps substitute Kȟe Sapa each time I mention Paha Sapa. 

In writing of Paha Sapa and Kȟe Sapa, it would be remiss of me not to mention the other 

extant Native names for the mountain range.  It has been known as “Moʼȯhta-voʼhonáaeva” 

to the Tsitsistas (Cheyenne) and “Awaxaawi Shiibisha” to the Hiraacá (R. Abbott, 2003), as 

well as countless other names throughout its history of which I am unaware.  In using “Paha 

Sapa” here, I intend not to diminish the value of the range’s other Native names, but to draw 

attention to the significance of the region in past and present Native cultures.  This is part of 

a larger effort to decolonize place names in the region (See Chapter 5), and I aim to show 

support for this movement with the nomenclature used in my writing.   I also aim to 

emphasize that the empowerment of Native languages is an important step toward 

restoration of Native stake in stewardship efforts in the region, a stance I outline in greater 

detail at various points throughout the chapters to follow.   

1.2. The Journey that Led to Paha Sapa 

As Paha Sapa is a place I have grown to care about deeply, I would first like to share some 

elements of the journey that led me to the region and how my research priorities have 

evolved with time.  In Chapter 3 (Methodology), I describe how the practice of open self-

reflection is important in establishing a mutual relationship between researchers and the 

people and places of their interest, and is supported by a growing body of literature 

(Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000; Hankivsky, 2014).  In that chapter, I reflect on my specific 

positionality relative to Paha Sapa, and how I have come to reconcile the aspects of my 

identity both within and outside of my control.  Despite the struggle I have had in 

communicating some elements of what has been a difficult yet enlightening journey, I 

believe it is important for me to at least attempt to convey personal perspectives that may 

not be immediately apparent from a name on the cover page of the thesis.  Anyone who 

reads this work is placing some level of trust in me to guide them through the complexities 

of Paha Sapa in the past and present, and it is only fair that I reciprocate by sharing a bit 

about my individual perspective and how this project has come to exist in its present form. 
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1.2.1. Prologue to the PhD 

Throughout my life, my primary desire has always been to work toward the protection of the 

planet and non-human forms of life.  When I was younger, I was drawn to the natural 

sciences and specifically biology with this motivation in mind, and always imagined that I 

would become a conservation biologist.  After finishing high school in the Midwest United 

States (Missouri), I moved to Galveston, Texas to study marine biology in my Undergrad, 

and, four years later, to Aotearoa to pursue a Master’s focused on the genetics of a marine 

mammal species (Dussex et al., 2018; W. Stovall et al., 2018). The pursuit of truth in science 

appealed to me, yet I felt that I was often unable to engage in a creative style of writing and 

storytelling.  I wanted to explore the selfish mentality I believed was at the heart of 

environmental negligence, but this was not often possible through a strict focus on data and 

scientific rigor.  While a part of me still yearned for poetic freedom, I believed I would at 

least be doing something for the greater good by staying in science, actively resisting the 

pervading societal push toward individualism.   

In 2016, I finished my Master’s the midst of a contentious U.S. presidential election with the 

very nature of reality on the ballot.  I was not as shocked as some at the existence of 

sentiments based upon fear of the “other”, as I had witnessed their subtle influence 

throughout my youth.  However, despite my perceived faithlessness in The United States of 

America at the time, I never imagined that the darkest aspects of the nation’s character 

would become so overt and unapologetic.  I knew then that no amount of scientific inquiry 

and replication could address this particular problem.  What were the years of dedication 

and sacrifice by the brilliant scientists of the world when they could be undermined in an 

instant by base impulses articulated in one-hundred-and-fifty characters or less?  Donald 

Trump’s ascendancy was the catalyst for a personal revelation years in the making, and by 

the time he was elected president in November of 2016, I already knew that the altruistic 

examination of the world in the absence of personal reflection and social commentary was 

no longer the path for me. 

It was during 2016, though a series of chance encounters, I met Janet Stephenson and James 

Higham, two wonderful people who would become my PhD supervisors.  They had both 

worked tirelessly to protect environments and communities from environmental 

exploitation and climate change, and they were very helpful in teaching me how to approach 
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social research and literature for the first time.  When brainstorming ideas for this project, I 

was especially drawn to the events surrounding the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL), which 

was being built on treaty-protected land near the Standing Rock Reservation despite much 

local, then national and international, backlash.  On Thanksgiving Day in 2016, as families 

throughout the United States celebrated the mythical event of pilgrims breaking bread with 

Native people almost four-hundred years ago, militarized police in North Dakota were 

shooting the Native people of the present with high-pressure water cannons and rubber 

bullets (See Chapter 5).  My supervisor James and his colleagues had much experience in 

understanding peoples’ perceptions of climate change and the impact of the fossil fuel 

industry on the global ecological crisis, and it was from this foundation that the original idea 

for this PhD arose. 

1.2.2. Initial Inspirations and Arrival in the Dakotas 

The events of the Standing Rock Protest positioned the states of North and South Dakota at 

the center of my research radar.   This seemed to be a place where people were incredibly 

divided on the basis of cultural background, and I noticed what is now a well-documented 

stark contrast between national news narratives about the protest and what was reported 

by local stations and newspapers (Bacon, 2020; Grote, 2019).  I began to wonder if this 

dissonance extended to the issue of anthropogenic climate change, and in my search to 

answer this question, I came across a study conducted by the Yale University Project on 

Climate Change.  P. D. Howe, Mildenberger, Marlon, and Leiserowitz (2015) indeed painted a 

grim picture of the degree to which the scientific consensus was accepted throughout the 

nation (Figure 1.3).  Upon closer inspection of the states of North and South Dakota, I 

noticed that the counties in which more than half of people believed in anthropogenic 

climate change – orange islands of awareness in a deep blue sea of denial – aligned almost 

exactly with the locations of Native reservations (Figure 1.4).  Perhaps unknowingly, P. D. 

Howe et al. (2015) had definitively demonstrated something that was completely 

unsurprising – there existed a clear cultural component to environmental-impact 

perceptions. 
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Figure 1.3: Estimated percentage of adults in the U.S. who believed in 2015 that global 
warming is mostly caused by human activities, by county.  Source: P. D. Howe et al. (2015). 

 

     A.           B. 

    

Figure 1.4: [A] P. D. Howe et al. (2015) data for the states of North and South Dakota.  [B] 
Locations of Native Reservations in North and South Dakota.  Map created using National 
Geographic Interactive Mapmaker. 
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In light of this information, I believed there was ample justification to perform a study on 

comparative climate change perceptions, perhaps culminating in a message about the 

importance of Indigenous representation in collective responses to environmental 

exploitation.  So central was the focus on climate change in the early stages of my research 

that my supervisors and I submitted a book chapter on the impact of globalized tourism and 

aviation on the climate crisis, and this was published the year after my field work (W. R. 

Stovall, Higham, & Stephenson, 2019).  At the time we submitted the chapter for 

publication, I had never heard of “Paha Sapa” and knew only of a mountain range I had 

never visited known as The Black Hills.  The extent of my knowledge of the place (as I 

imagine is the case for most white Americans) was that it was the location of a certain 

national memorial, permanently emblazoned on the backs of every child’s eyelids in the 

American public school system.  I had heard of George Armstrong Custer, Sitting Bull, Crazy 

Horse, and the “Battle” of Wounded Knee (See Chapter 4) but knew virtually nothing about 

them, much less that there was a place that connected them all.  What I would learn in the 

months to follow – about the region, the nation, and my own identity – would throw a 

wrench in the gears of my plan and lead me to substantially revaluate not only the focus of 

this project but also my professional and personal aspirations. 

1.2.3. Arrival in Paha Sapa and Revisiting my Study Design 

Following the completion of my PhD proposal and ethics approval process (See Chapter 3), I 

began to make plans to conduct interviews on environmental impact perceptions 

throughout the states of North and South Dakota.   I flew from Aotearoa to the United States 

in April of 2018 and began to plan for six months on the road.  At the time I set out on the 

fourteen-hour drive from my hometown in Southwest Missouri to the State of South Dakota, 

my perception of my study region was based solely upon what I had read and upon nothing I 

had personally experienced.  I had the notion that I would like to visit the place I knew as the 

Black Hills, but no inkling that it would become the entire focus of my research.  As my 

travels drew me closer to the range, part of me expected to see the romantic pristine place 

of which I had read – an “emerald oasis” (Tom D Griffith, 2009, p. ix) silhouetted on the 

prairie sky.  Instead, I was greeted by the sprawling concrete of Rapid City and billboards 

advertising fast-food restaurants, the “sanctity of every human life”, and a blond-haired, 

blue-eyed Jesus on the cross.  In Chapter 3, I describe how my arrival in this region and 
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considerations of my own positionality prompted me to expand my focus from 

contemporary environmental perceptions to the deeper elements of environmental history 

and culture in Paha Sapa.  The research questions that arose from this period of reflection 

are the subject of the following section. 

1.3. Research Aims and Questions 

The research questions that initially drew me to the Dakotas focused on perceptions of 

anthropogenic climate change and fossil fuel development throughout the two states, yet 

my current suite of questions and aims pertain specifically to Paha Sapa.  Contemporary 

social dynamics and environmental perceptions in the region do not exist in a vacuum.  

Rather, they are the products of a complex history, in which ideologies and cultural 

characteristics have endured or have been repressed.  I have come to believe that the story 

of Paha Sapa’s present cannot be comprehensively understood without interpreting the 

legacy of its past, and thus the ultimate research questions and study aims of this thesis 

reflect a more broad and intergenerational focus.  In this section (1.3), I present the 

overarching aim (or “mission statement”) of this thesis and the specific research questions I 

have formulated within it.   

1.3.1. Mission Statement 

The overarching objectives of this thesis are to shed light upon culture and environment in 

Paha Sapa and to convey the lessons to be learned from the region’s legacy. 

The thesis is structured in accordance with the progression of past, present, and future, and 

each research question focuses on one of these temporal realms.  I strongly believe that, 

with honest recollection of the region’s history and constructive consideration of present 

culture, Paha Sapa can embrace a future of cultural inclusivity and environmental 

compassion. 
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1.3.2. Research Question 1: Historical Cultures (Past) 

My first research question pertains to Paha Sapa’s human history and past cultural periods: 

Question 1: How have humans interacted with their surroundings and each other 

throughout Paha Sapa’s history, and what/who were the significant events and 

actors to profoundly influence culture and cultural change? 

1.3.3. Research Question 2: Contemporary Culture (Present) 

My second research question focuses on the culture of Paha Sapa in the present and recent 

(twenty-first century) past. 

Question 2:  What are the aspects of culture that presently define human beings’ 

relationship with Paha Sapa’s environment and history? 

1.3.4. Research Question 3: Cultural Reflection and Future Projections 

My third and final research question is a “two-parter”.  It involves the collective examination 

of Paha Sapa’s past and present, as well as speculation on the region’s potential future(s). 

Question 3: (a) What are the fundamental characteristics of Paha Sapa’s cultural 

legacy, and (b) what are the potential directions for the region’s future? 

The following section (1.4) outlines each chapter to follow and briefly describes the 

approaches I took to these questions. 

1.4. Thesis Roadmap 

1.4.1. Chapter 2: Theoretical Framing 

In Chapter 2, I review the academic fields from which this thesis draws inspiration.  I present 

key antecedents of, and writings within, the field of environmental history – a discipline in 

which authors explore humans’ relationship with their surroundings within various time 

periods.  I describe the progression of the field itself and how it has evolved to encompass 

the unique environmental challenges of the age in which we live.  A central concept within 

the field of environmental history is culture, and I present the Cultures Framework 

(Stephenson, Barton, et al., 2015; Stephenson et al., 2010), a theoretical model I employ to 
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analyze the cultures of Paha Sapa in subsequent chapters.  Finally, I describe the research 

gaps this thesis seeks to fill with contributions to the literature and novel applications. 

1.4.2. Chapter 3: Methodology and Methods 

In Chapter 3, I discuss the methods I employed to approach my research questions and study 

aims.  First, I present literature on the importance of researcher self-reflection, then reflect 

openly upon my individual positionality relative to Paha Sapa.  I describe how these 

considerations shaped the methods I employed in the field, and the ultimate data collection 

and interview interpretation regimes that arose from considerations on reflexivity and 

intersubjectivity (Biehl, Good, & Kleinman, 2007; Hankivsky, 2014; Zahavi, 2001).  Lastly, I 

relay my approaches to historical and cultural analysis and describe the ways in which my 

analyses of environmental history and use of the Cultures Framework are both similar to, 

and different from, conventional research methods.   

1.4.3. Chapter 4: Historical Cultures of Paha Sapa 

In Chapter 4, I explore Paha Sapa’s human history and analyze culture throughout the 

region’s past to address Research Question 1.  I present the Sacred Landscape, the Frontier 

Settlement, and the Tourism & Recreational Area – three “cultural periods” that have 

existed in Paha Sapa from its earliest-known inhabitants in the late Pleistocene Epoch to the 

end of what is widely referred to as the “twentieth century C.E.”.  I explore the historical 

narratives of these periods and transitions between them, and I employ the Cultures 

Framework to analyze each period’s norms, material culture, and practices.  In the academic 

sense, Chapter 4 is a hybrid, as I both draw from historical literature and analyze historical 

cultural periods.  Because of the depth it covers, Chapter 4 is substantially longer than any 

other single chapter of the thesis. While it introduces key antecedents of the contemporary 

Tourism & Recreational Area, I defer presentation and analysis of Paha Sapa’s present to 

Chapter 5. 

1.4.4. Chapter 5: Contemporary Culture of Paha Sapa 

In Chapter 5, I critically analyze Paha Sapa’s contemporary culture to address Research 

Question 2.  First, I explore culturally significant aspects of contemporary life in the region, 

presenting this information in a similar fashion to the literature in Chapter 4.  I then present 
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qualitative data from interview exchanges that exemplify norms, material culture, and 

practices in Paha Sapa.  Throughout my analysis, I describe how the data I collected highlight 

the presence of competing influences and perceptions on human and environmental issues.  

Finally, I reflect upon the greater realities and ideals that my interview data elucidate, and 

how differing viewpoints in Paha Sapa are symptomatic of the nation’s present state of 

division. 

1.4.5. Chapter 6: Comparative Analysis and Discussion 

In Chapter 6, I present a comparative cultural analysis in which I discuss the Sacred 

Landscape, Frontier Settlement, and Tourism & Recreational Area cultural periods (analyzed 

independently in previous chapters) in relation to each other (Research Question 3a).  To aid 

in this analysis, I use a recurring Venn Diagram to illustrate commonality and divergence 

between cultural periods.  I explore each segment of the diagram, representing overlap 

between two or more cultural periods, in detail.  I then review the key events that have 

taken place in Paha Sapa since I left the region in 2018, and how these are situated within 

the region’s past and present environmental history and the story of its cultural progression.  

I offer my final reflections on the present before proceeding to discussion of Paha Sapa’s 

future. 

1.4.6. Chapter 7: A Cultural Crossroads 

Chapter 7 is the conclusion of the thesis.  First, I briefly review how previous chapters have 

sought to address the study three study aims first outlined in Chapter 1.  I then present two 

potential future scenarios for Paha Sapa as culture in the region continues to transform 

(Research Question 3b).  I frame the region’s present as a “cultural crossroads”, with paths 

ahead leading to distinct cultural destinations – one desirable and the other to be averted.  I 

outline the actions (and inaction) necessary for each future to occur and emphasize the 

importance of agency and choice in this critical moment.  In the final section of this thesis, I 

offer some reflections on the region that illustrate how Paha Sapa has shaped my views on 

human beings and the environment in the uncertain time in which we live.  It is my deepest 

hope that the implementation of constructive, collective measures will guide Paha Sapa’s 

course away from nationalism, racism, and anthropocentrism toward cultural and 

environmental justice.  
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Figure 1.5: Diagram Illustrating the progression of the thesis chapters to follow.  I use 
modified versions of this figure at the start of each chapter to denote its position in the 
larger thesis. 
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2.1. Environmental History 

2.1.1. Foundational Ontologies 

Throughout this thesis, I explore the nature of humans’ relationship with all life and the 

earth itself in Paha Sapa.  My understanding of this complex topic is informed by the efforts 

of others who have endeavored to understand this relationship elsewhere and on a broader 

scale.  How people perceive their environment, and the place of the individual or species 

within it, is defined in English literature as environmental philosophy (Belshaw, 2001; Paul, 

2017).  Similarly, environmental history is a field of study which seeks to examine this 

relationship at various points or periods in the past (Worster, 1988, p. 289).  It is a multi-

disciplinary subject that merges the analysis of historical events and actors with 

understandings of the natural sciences, most notably ecology (Hughes, 2008, p. 6).  

Environmental historians describe how humans’ views and treatment of the environment 

have changed over time, often invoking the lessons of the past to contextualize the various 

environmental challenges of the present (Ljungkvist, Barthel, Finnveden, & Sörlin, 2010; 

MacEachern & Turkel, 2009).  While the field continues to produce illuminating insights, its 

fundamental aim of investigating and chronicling the relationship between people and 

nature is no novel pursuit, and pre-dates the term environmental history itself.  Therefore, 

understanding contemporary environmental history first requires an examination of its 

philosophical antecedents, and of key groups and individuals that inspired its development. 

Profound reflection on humans’ relationship with their surroundings did not originate in 

academic writings in English, nor has it been confined to the regions of the world where 

most environmental history literature has been published.  For millennia, humans 

everywhere have reflected upon their ancestors’ relationship with the land and non-human 

forms of life, conveying intergenerational understandings and practices through oral, artistic, 

and/or written accounts (Hodder & Hutson, 2003, p. 29; L. Sundstrom, 2004).  Indeed, 

Indigenous people and perceptions of indigeneity are inseparable from discourse on the 

history of environments (Merchant, 2003; Riepe, 1967).  As each environment and culture 

requires a tailored approach, I investigate environmental history as it pertains to the Native 

peoples of Paha Sapa, and the complex impact of this history on past, present, and future 

dynamics in the region, throughout Chapters 4, 5, and 6. 



18  CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMING 
 

Within American literature, the writings of nineteenth-century American poet and 

philosopher Henry David Thoreau are widely cited as foundational to the field of 

environmental history (Cannavo, 2012; Fleming, 1972; Merchant, 2003; Nash, 1972).  

Thoreau was born in Concord, Massachusetts in 1817, at a time when the ambitious new 

nation of the United States of America was rapidly expanding its influence and territory 

(Walls, 2017, p. 34).  Following his graduation from Harvard College in 1837, he entered the 

tutelage of writer and lecturer Ralph Waldo Emerson (Figure 2.1, A), who had published his 

seminal essay Nature the previous year.  Emerson’s discourse on the beauty and divine 

power of nature appealed to the young scholar, and Thoreau (Figure 2.1, B) embarked on a 

two-year experiment of self-discovery, living a relatively simple life in a house he built near 

Walden Pond in Concord (Walls, 2017, pp. 181-186).  In 1854, he published Walden, or Life in 

the Woods, a book that would become a seminal work in environmentalism and “symbolize 

the arrival of a preservationist ethos in American culture” (Curtis, 2010).  In Walden, Thoreau 

famously wrote: 

“I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential 
facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to 
die, discover that I had not lived.” (Thoreau, 2006, p. 88). 

A.          B.    

                   

Figure 2.1: American transcendentalists [A] Ralph Waldo Emerson – Source: United States 
Library of Congress (1859) – and [B] Henry David Thoreau – Source: Smithsonian National 
Portrait Gallery (1856). 
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Emerson and Thoreau, as well as others including Margaret Fuller and Amos Bronson Alcott, 

are regarded as central figures of the 19th-century American philosophical movement of 

“transcendentalism” (Gura, 2007).  American Transcendentalism was, at its core, a counter-

culture ideology defined by a subjective, rather than empiricist, approach to knowledge 

(Hindess, 1973).  Transcendentalists argued that humans and nature were inherently good, 

and that the divine connection between them was being severed by the societies and 

governments of the time (Ladd, Phillips, & Meyers, 2010, pp. 35-37).  They drew inspiration 

from their perceptions of the life-ways of Native cultures in the continent now known as 

North America (Riepe, 1967; Willsky-Ciollo, 2018), as well as from Eastern philosophy and 

spirituality (Emerson, 1844; Thoreau, 2006, p. 288).  Like many of his transcendentalist 

contemporaries in the United States, Thoreau was vehemently opposed to slavery 

(Kritzberg, 1989), and expressed in his famous essay “Resistance to Civil Government” (or 

“Civil Disobedience” as it is more commonly known) that citizens have a moral obligation to 

oppose governments that perpetuate social and environmental injustice (Walls, 2017, p. 

248).  While some of his views on Native people expressed in his writing could be described 

as essentialist, Thoreau believed that their subjugation at the hands of settlers and the 

United States Government was erasing one of the final remnants of a direct relationship 

between humans and the land (Willsky-Ciollo, 2018).   

After Thoreau’s death in 1862 and following the American Civil War, nature in the U.S. was 

widely regarded as something to be used rather than appreciated.  As settlement and 

extractive industries physically and ideologically transformed the West, transcendentalism 

was increasingly perceived as idealistic and impractical – its depictions of nature vestigial 

and obsolete (Ladd et al., 2010, pp. 58-61).  In 1893, a young historian named Frederick 

Jackson Turner first presented his view on the relationship between humans and the natural 

environment in the “New World”.  The existence of a rugged “frontier” to the west of the 

Thirteen Original Colonies, Turner argued, had been the single most formative characteristic 

of American social development, and was “the meeting point between savagery and 

civilization” (F. J. Turner, 1893).  Turner’s “Frontier Thesis”, as it came to be known, 

emboldened claims that the United States as a nation represented something entirely 

unprecedented and unbeholden to the same cyclical patterns of history observed elsewhere 

in the world – an ideal known as “American Exceptionalism” (Lipset, 1996; Tyrrell, 1991). 
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Unlike the transcendentalists, who often acknowledged social inequities and advocated for 

justice (Kritzberg, 1989; Ladd et al., 2010, pp. 97-99), Turner ignored the differential 

experiences of poor people, of women, and of Native people and former slaves in the West, 

casting America’s period of territorial expansion as universally beneficial (Riley, 1993; 

Washington, 1993).  The appeal and uptake of this message, at a time when many were 

eager to justify or ignore the social and environmental impacts of colonialism, cannot be 

overstated.  Romantic portrayals of the American West and Euro-American settler life 

offered by Turner and others became ubiquitous throughout the United States and abroad, 

and their orthodoxy would remain essentially unchallenged for almost a century (Bogue, 

1994; W. Cronon, 1987).  In this sense, the rise of Turner’s “Frontier Thesis” was less an 

academic achievement than it was a culturally transformative event – one I explore further 

in Chapter 4.  It would not be until the second half of the twentieth century that Turnerian 

conceptualizations of humans and the environment would be widely disputed (Nash, 1967; 

Ostrander, 1958; R. C. Wade, 1959), and it was from this period of ideological introspection 

that the fledgling field of environmental history emerged. 

2.1.2. Early Historiography 

The Second World War heralded the first wave of dissenting academic voices to Turner’s 

Frontier Thesis.  These criticisms pertained predominantly to Turner’s social narratives (or 

lack thereof), and implied parallels between Nazi Germany’s “Blood and Soil” nativism and 

Turner’s depictions of righteous white pioneers (Ostrander, 1958; Pierson, 1942).  Then, as 

the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s brought compassion and justice for nature to the 

forefront of public discourse (McNeill, 2003; Scheffer, 2013, pp. 22-24), frontier-era 

environmental philosophy found itself squarely under the microscope.  In 1967, Roderick 

Nash published Wilderness and the American Mind – one of the founding texts of modern 

environmental history as a discipline.  The book’s central thesis was that the idea of 

“wilderness”, perpetuated throughout the history of the United States, was itself a colonial 

construct – a concept reliant on humans’ metaphysical separation from the earth and other 

forms of life.  Nash was critical of Turner’s frontier thesis (Nash, 1967, pp. 145-149), and 

advocated for increased understanding of the “ethical and aesthetic values” of nature (B. 

Moore, 2016, p. 108; Nash, 1967, p. 145). 
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Wilderness and the American Mind (Figure 2.2, A) was widely praised upon its publication 

and spurred discussions on normalized understandings of nature of the time (McDonald, 

2001).  Nash utilized this opportunity to advocate for the teaching of a distinct academic 

field focused on the history of humans’ relationship with nature (White, 1985).  He 

introduced the term “environmental history” in a 1970 book chapter (Nash, 1970) and 

published guidelines for teaching the discipline in a 1972 paper (Nash, 1972).  In the latter, 

Nash reflected on his approach to the environmental impacts of the United States’ period of 

Westward Expansion in the classroom.  He argued that frontier-era environmental 

philosophies were unequivocally unsuitable to the present, yet believed the context in which 

they arose could be understood constructively: 

From the ecological perspective of the present the pioneer seems irresponsible. But 
when the sky was black with passenger pigeons, or the plain dark with buffalo, was 
not slaughter the appropriate response? . . . There seems to be little gained by 
flogging frontiersmen. The real target for criticism, most students decide, should be 
those neo-frontiersmen who carry pioneer ethics into an era where they are no 
longer appropriate. (Nash, 1972). 

Nash’s publications at this time coincided with several others that critically examined the 

environmental history of the Americas, and 1972 was an especially momentous year for the 

field.  In that year, world historian Alfred Crosby published The Columbian Exchange: 

Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (Crosby, 1972; Figure 2.2., B) in which he 

positioned Christopher Columbus’ arrival in the Americas as the catalyst for centuries of 

environmental and cultural genocide.  Donald Fleming’s article “Roots of the new 

conservation movement” (Fleming, 1972) investigated the literary foundations of American 

environmentalism, spanning from Thoreau’s Walden to more recent monographs, such as 

Aldo Leopold’s Sand Country Almanac (Leopold, 1949) and Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring 

(Carson, 1962).  As calls for the civil rights of Native people grew louder in the 1970s (See 

Chapter 4), Native cultures increasingly featured in environmental history literature.   J.D. 

Hughes’ American Indian Ecology argued that important lessons could be learned from the 

environmental philosophies of Native Cultures (Hughes, 1983), while Calvin Martin’s Keepers 

of the Game expressed a more skeptical interpretation (C. Martin, 1982).  In 1985, Richard 

White published a review in which he presented the key arguments of these publications 

and others, and articulated his expectation that the rapidly growing field would continue to 

increase in relevance and scope (White, 1985).  
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A.          B.    

                         

Figure 2.2: What are now considered two founding documents of the field of environmental 
history – [A] Roderick Nash’s Wilderness and the American Mind (1967) and [B] Alfred 
Crosby’s The Columbian Exchange (1972).  

2.1.3. Contemporary Focus 

Since its inception in the Civil Rights Movement, the field of environmental history has 

undergone substantial growth and development.  While most early works were published in 

the United States and focused on the relationship between humans and nature in North 

America, the field has continued to expand geographically both in authorship and focus.  

Today, environmental history studies have explored humans’ interactions with their 

environments in each of the seven continents and on a global scale (Bunker et al., 2007; 

Hughes, 2016).  Moreover, the voices of women and people of various cultural and ethnic 

backgrounds are more prevalent, yet there is always room for diversity of perspectives to 

increase (Merchant, 2003).  This dramatic increase in global interest and representation has 

perhaps been a response to the unique environmental and social challenges of the twenty-

first century, which the field itself has evolved to encompass.   

Contemporary studies in environmental history continue to explore how human populations 

influence, and are influenced by, their environments.  Naturally, a philosophical point of 

contention within this question is the degree of control individuals and societies have in 

shaping what they become.  In 1997, physiologist and biophysicist Jared Diamond published 
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Guns, Germs, and Steel: A Short History of Everybody for the last 13,000 Years, the subtitle of 

which was later amended to The Fates of Human Societies (Figure 2.3; Diamond, 1997).  The 

book sold over one million copies within a year, won a Pulitzer Prize, and National 

Geographic produced a documentary based on its content (Jaschik, 2005; Lovgren, 2005).  In 

spite of its popularity among members of the public, an overwhelming number of 

professional historians lambasted the book’s underlying thesis – that societies were and are 

merely products of their physical surroundings (Blaut, 2000, p. 228; Lowrey, 2005; Wilcox, 

2010).  Guns was reminiscent of the environmental determinism of Turner’s Frontier Thesis 

and was criticized for many of the same reasons.  Within the book’s eloquent and captivating 

discourse was the not-so-subtle implication that environmental destruction, as well as 

human atrocities including colonialism and slavery, could not have been prevented and are 

therefore excusable (Jaschik, 2005; Lowrey, 2005; Wilcox, 2010).   

 

Figure 2.3. Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies (1997), an 
intensely controversial work in contemporary environmental history. 

The philosophical debate surrounding Guns, Germs, and Steel has stimulated discussion on 

human and environmental agency, and, in the years since its publication, authors have 

emphasized the role of choice and deliberate action in influencing the present and future 

(Beattie, Melillo, & O'Gorman, 2014; Hornborg, 2017).   Principles of individual, societal, and 

environmental empowerment can be applied to contextualize the past, as well as to the field 

of environmental history itself.  While Western historical accounts are traditionally 
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presented “objectively”, environmental history’s conception and evolution have produced a 

discipline that is inherently advocative (Kheraj, 2014; Sutter, 2013).  Like the environmental 

historians of the Civil Rights Movement, contemporary authors have stressed the 

importance of environmental consciousness and measures of preservation (McAfee, 

Alleway, & Connell, 2020; B. Taylor et al., 2020).  Moreover, an increasing number of studies 

have explicitly identified racial discrimination, genocide, and economic inequality as threats 

to environmental integrity, advocating for social justice from an ecological standpoint (Fiege, 

2012, pp. 403-410; Małczyński, Domańska, Smykowski, & Kłos, 2020; Merchant, 2003).  If 

Turner and Diamond’s deterministic philosophy is to be believed, what point would there be 

in researching and disseminating environmental history?  Placing stock in agency, regardless 

of how much of it is an illusion, is likely more productive. 

Discussions on environmental philosophy have also evolved in recent years, and certain 

terms describing conceptualizations of the material universe have emerged.  

“Anthropocentrism” (Figure 2.4, A) positions humans at the center or above the rest of 

nature, with non-human forms of life and earth existing solely to serve humanity.  The term 

“Biocentrism” has been used to describe an ideology that extends human compassion to all 

life but does not typically attribute agency to entities considered in the Western sense to be 

non-living (Agar, 1997; Attfield, 2012).  Conversely, “ecocentrism” (Figure 2.4, B), or “land 

ethic” as Leopold (1949) describes it, is a worldview in which humans are positioned among 

many equally valued components of a larger whole – no more important or entitled than 

other forms of life, the earth, and the cosmos (Kortenkamp & Moore, 2001; Liu, Liu, Yang, 

Chen, & Ulgiati, 2016).   Within Western countries, there is also a subtle yet important 

distinction between “conservation” – the limitation of natural resource use to foster 

sustained use by humans – and “preservation” – the protection of environments out of 

ecocentric compassion (Corbett, 2006, pp. 31-37; Gupta, 2019).  Such conceptualizations of 

environmental consciousness and treatment echo the “evolution of ethics” outlined in 

Roderick Nash’s 1972 paper on teaching environmental history (Figure 2.4, C; Nash, 1972). 
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A.       B.             

     

C. 

 

Figure 2.4: [A] Anthropocentrism and [B] Ecocentrism, two “opposite ends of the 
environmental ideological spectrum”. Figures obtained from M. Roberts (2018), with open 
source image of Earth (PNGWing, 2020) added.  [C] A color adaptation of the “Evolution of 
Ethics”, presented in Nash (1972). 

One need not search long to find evidence of past and present anthropocentrism within the 

modern world.  So varied and diverse are the environmental impacts of industrialization and 

consumerism that a growing number of scholars have argued that they constitute a novel 

subdivision of the geologic timescale.  This proposed epoch, known as the “Anthropocene”, 
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is distinguished from the Holocene by rapid species extinction, millions of tons of 

microplastics in the world’s oceans, and anthropogenic climate change, in addition to 

evidence of human activity in the geological record (Crutzen, 2006; Lewis & Maslin, 2015; W. 

Steffen, Grinevald, Crutzen, & McNeill, 2011; Syvitski et al., 2020).  Since its conception in 

2006, the term has resonated beyond academic literature, presently featuring frequently in 

popular press (Davison, 2019; C. Mooney, 2016), film (Kenigsberg, 2019), and music (N. 

Mulvey, 2019).  While there is some disagreement on when exactly the Anthropocene 

began, and whether human activities can be classified on the same scale as past geological 

shifts, widespread and irreversible harm is not credibly disputed (Lewis & Maslin, 2015).  As 

anthropogenic environmental impacts continue to accelerate, the term “Anthropocene” 

becomes less an academic buzzword, and more a chilling and conclusive characterization of 

the age in which we live. 

At the height of the Civil Rights Movement, concerned citizens rose to confront the 

environmental injustices of the time, and it was from this solidarity that the modern field of 

environmental history emerged (Fleming, 1972; White, 1985).  Now, in the year 2020, its 

study and dissemination are perhaps more urgent than ever before (Holmes, Gaynor, & 

Morgan, 2020; McAfee et al., 2020).  Further impacts of unsustainable resource use and 

anthropogenic climate change loom on the horizon, demanding ecocentric worldviews and 

concerted mobilization to overcome.  Ultimately, historians must grapple with the stark 

realization that the past holds no panacea for the unprecedented physical and metaphysical 

environmental challenges of the Anthropocene.  However, research in environmental history 

encourages contemplation on humanity’s relationship with nature in the present and future 

– an exercise in introspection that will become even more essential in the decades and 

centuries to come. 

2.2. The Question of Culture 

2.2.1. Defining Culture 

Understanding the Anthropocene first requires investigation of the aspects of human society 

that perpetuate anthropocentrism and environmental impact.  In environmental history 

literature, human societies and/or groups of interest are frequently described as “cultures” 

(W. Cronon, 1993; McNeill, 2003; Sutter, 2013), though the term “culture” is rarely defined 
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explicitly.  Indeed, culture is a word often assumed to be intuitively understood, yet one for 

which most would struggle to provide a succinct definition.  Perhaps the reason for this 

ambiguity is the sheer breadth of what the term encompasses – an entangled web of human 

philosophies and behaviors seemingly infinite in complexity and boundless in scope and 

scale (Goldstein, 1957).   While numerous definitions of culture are present in the literature 

(Eliot, 1948; Tylor, 1871, p. 1; Velkley, 2002), and each of which has its merits, I have chosen 

to highlight one in particular.  In his 2014 book Urban Sustainability in Theory and Practice, 

Paul James defines culture as: 

“a social domain that emphasizes the practices, discourses and material expressions, 
which, over time, express the continuities and discontinuities of social meaning of a 
life held in common” (James, 2014, p. 53). 

There are several reasons why I have selected James’ definition to use in this thesis.  First, it 

encapsulates the diversity of human thought and behavior under the broad categories of 

“practices, discourses, and material expressions”, providing structure for understanding 

social systems without minimalizing their complexity.  Second, in accounting for “continuities 

and discontinuities of social meaning”, the definition acknowledges that culture is both 

reinforced and revisited as time passes.  Finally, “a life held in common” references an 

important inherent characteristic of culture – that it is built upon systems of shared 

meanings and/or experiences (Fischer, 2009; Hallowell, 1966; Smircich, 1983).  This notion of 

community is consistent with the underlying focus on environmental and social sustainability 

of James’ book, and is especially relevant in light of Paha Sapa’s specific instances of cultural 

change induced by colonization and tourism development (See Chapter 4). 

2.2.2. Cultural Temporality and Nuance 

As the focus of my research evolved from contemporary perceptions to encompass aspects 

of environmental history, one of the major challenges I faced was to analyze Paha Sapa’s 

past and present cultures in a uniform, coherent manner.  Environmental history studies 

often implicitly or explicitly offer useful insights on the present and future (Beattie et al., 

2014; Kheraj, 2014; Sutter, 2013), and I believed that the most impactful way to do this in 

my research would be to analyze specific aspects of culture and society at various time 

periods using a common framework.  My readings in pursuit of the elusive concept of culture 

led me down a rabbit hole of sociological literature, in which some works read almost as if 
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they were written by extraterrestrial beings attempting to meticulously compartmentalize 

and dissect human societies.  However, several others emphasized the multidimensional 

natures of culture and “social structure”, or, put simply, the aggregate of the institutions 

within a given society (Abel & Frohlich, 2012; Adger, Barnett, Brown, Marshall, & O'Brien, 

2013; Borer, 2006; Rubinstein, 2001). 

Several of these works drew inspiration from Sharon Hays’ 1994 paper “Structure and the 

Sticky Problem of Culture”, in which she argues that social structure, culture and agency do 

not exist independently of each other, but are inextricably intertwined and undergoing 

constant collective revaluation and change (Hays, 1994).  Regarding culture specifically, Hays 

writes:  

“Culture is both the product of human interaction and the producer of certain forms 
of human interaction.  Culture is both constraining and enabling.  Culture is a social 
structure with an underlying logic of its own” (Hays, 1994). 

My interpretation of this quote is that cultural change and reinforcement are perpetual, and 

the structures of society both act upon, and are affected by, culture.  Drawing from James’ 

(2014) and Hays (1994) conceptualizations of culture, I decided that any theoretical 

framework I would select to analyze culture in Paha Sapa must meet two criteria.  First, it 

needed to be “timeless” in its applicability to both the past and the present, allowing for 

direct comparison between cultures in the past and present.  Second, it must recognize 

nuance and complexity, emphasizing that culture is influenced by external factors, as well as 

by internal cultural components. 

2.2.3. Considerations of Decolonization 

The story of Paha Sapa is one of great cultural diversity, and of at least thirteen millennia of 

human habitation prior to the arrival of Euro-American settlers in the region (See Chapter 4; 

L. Sundstrom, 2004).  Therefore, I aimed to select a framework that transcended Western 

conceptualizations of culture not only in its “timelessness”, but also in its inclusivity of 

diverse human societies in the past and present.  In this search, I found literature on 

decolonization to be particularly useful and informative, and various works exploring these 

subjects informed my approach to Paha Sapa and its people (both physically and in my 

writing).  While I do not see it as my place to speak authoritatively on the specifics of how 

societies should be decolonized and systemic racism should be dismantled (See Section 3.2; 
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Research Ethics and Positionality), I have elected to share certain insights from these 

literatures that were most instrumental in shaping my approach to culture. 

One of the concepts that resonated most to me throughout the formulation and writing of 

the thesis was a term I first encountered in Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s Decolonizing 

Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (L. T. Smith, 1999) – presently described as 

a seminal text in Indigenous research (Butler et al., 2005; Gerlach, 2018; Tuck, 2013; Carla 

Wilson, 2001).  While the term “regimes of truth” was first coined by philosopher Michel 

Foucault to describe the influence of existing power structures on perceived realities 

(Foucault, 1972, pp. 131-132), Smith uses it to describe the specific manner in which 

dominant narratives regarding people and place marginalize Indigenous perceptions and 

philosophies (L. T. Smith, 1999).  As I became more familiar with contemporary cultural 

dynamics in Paha Sapa, the aptness of this term to the numerous interests fiercely 

competing for influence on the region’s future grew increasingly evident.  However, Smith 

also emphasizes the applicability of the term to Westernized approaches to research – which 

may rely on a portrayal of knowledge as something to be “discovered” or claimed as one’s 

own (L. T. Smith, 1999). 

Another work I found influential in developing a decolonial approach to culture was 

Reclaiming Culture: Indigenous People and Self-Representation by Joy Hendry (Hendry, 

2005).  In the book, Hendry examines the various modes by which marginalized (and 

sometimes presumed extinct) cultures have succeeded in reviving their traditions, 

languages, and worldviews.  This process of self-determination, she describes, is being 

achieved in various ways, from formalized education to self-determination through art, 

architecture, performance, and tourism.  Perhaps most impactful for my research was 

Hendry’s portrayal of culture itself throughout the book – and emphasis that history can be 

“retrieved”, and culture can be “reclaimed”, by returning to core human truths and 

connections, and by physical connection to land and to objects of culture (Hendry, 2005, p. 

215).  With considerations from Smith and Hendry’s works in mind, I aimed to choose a lens 

that did not exclusively emphasize dominant cultural understandings and/or adhere to strict 

disciplinary pigeon-holing within academic fields. 
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2.3. The Cultures Framework 

2.3.1. The Cultures Framework: Introduction 

The literatures cited in Sections 2.2 and 2.3 illustrate that understanding the subjects of 

culture and cultural change and conveying them comprehensively requires a robust and 

inclusive analytical approach.  A number of established frameworks exist to explain the 

concepts of culture and the agency of individuals in shaping culture as a product (e.g. Actor-

Network Theory; Latour 1996 and socio-technical systems; Geels 2004).  For the purposes of 

this research, I have selected the Cultures Framework (Stephenson, Barton, et al., 2015; 

Stephenson et al., 2010), a theoretical model designed for the investigation of culture and 

the ultimate achievement of ecocentric cultural shifts.  In this section (2.3), I first describe 

the Cultures Framework’s literary foundations, objectives, and applications to date.  I then 

explain the aspects of the Framework that appealed to me the most (i.e. why I selected it 

over its alternatives).  As the specific manner I applied it to my research falls more under the 

realm of methodology, I present this information in Chapter 3. 

2.3.2. Objectives and Literary Foundations 

The Cultures Framework was first introduced by my supervisor Janet Stephenson and 

colleagues in a 2010 paper (Stephenson et al., 2010) and further developed in Stephenson, 

Barton, et al. (2015).  It is designed for the research of cultures at various scales – from the 

small-scale cultures of households and communities to the broader cultures of institutions, 

regions, and nations. Stephenson et al. (2010) argue that “any model relating to behaviour 

should be able to work at all of these scales”, yet be fluid enough to incorporate each 

cultural system’s unique needs and complexities.  The Cultures Framework’s primary 

objectives can be summarized as follows: 

1) To analyze the cultural components (norms, material culture, and practices) 
of the cultural system; 

2) To identify interrelated elements of culture within, and external influences 
acting upon, the cultural system; 

3) To advise upon intervention strategies that can aid in encouraging, and 
ultimately achieving, shifts toward environmental sustainability. 
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The Cultures Framework’s approach to these objectives is based upon a robust theoretical 

and philosophical foundation and is guided by ecocentric priorities.  As the Cultures 

Framework is ultimately focused on achieving desired cultural shifts, much of its inspiration 

comes from theories and studies on the behaviors and life choices of individuals or groups.  

Stephenson et al. (2010) draw insights from some concepts and models, while ultimately 

presenting a novel lens based upon nuance, compromise, and agency. 

Prior to the Cultures Framework’s publication, much of the literature that investigated 

societal behaviors had focused on individuals’ ‘styles of life’ (Adler, 1928, pp. 1-18), or, later, 

“lifestyles” (Lazer, 1963).  Lifestyle research emphasized individuals’ personal values and 

posited that the material elements of people’s lives (products, services, and other resources) 

were primarily the outcomes of choices they had made in accordance with those values 

(Chaney, 1996; Grunert, Larsen, Madsen, & Baadsgaard, 1995; Shove, 2003).  This assertion 

was challenged in the 1990s by Actor-Network Theory (ANT), which argued that such 

elements played an integral role in influencing human behavior rather than the other way 

around (Latour, 1996; Law & Hassard, 1999).  ANT inspired the concept of socio-technical 

systems (STS; Geels, 2004) and regimes (A. Smith, 2007) – “entrenched cognitive, social, 

economic, institutional, and technological processes” that “lock [people] into trajectories” 

(Seyfang & Smith, 2007).  Under the STS model of culture, a system’s setting, rather than the 

individuals who inhabited it, was the primary driver of its culture. 

Stephenson et al. (2010) cite both schools of thought as inspirational, while rejecting certain 

assumptions of each.  “Lifestyle” research captured interesting individual behaviors and 

motivations but did not acknowledge the influence of the surrounding environment on what 

is ultimately produced.  ANT and socio-technical systems/regimes suggested that individuals’ 

personal values did not exist in a vacuum, and thus likely captured the complexity of culture 

more thoroughly.  They also conveyed the complexities of ‘habitus’ – persistent cultural 

patterns that arise in response to a culture’s surroundings (Bourdieu, 1977).  However, in 

their portrayal of individuals as automata beholden almost entirely to surrounding actors, 

Stephenson et al. (2010) argued that these theories “decentre[d] causality, eliminating the 

role of individual decision-making”.  At the heart of this statement is a rejection of 

determinism and an emphasis on the agency of individuals and groups to achieve cultural 
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changes – a focus especially relevant to the Cultures Framework’s third and final objective 

listed on the previous page. 

In addition to their exploration of behavioral research, Stephenson et al. (2010) stressed the 

importance of researcher collaboration and application of theoretical models across 

disciplines.  The Framework was originally designed to examine energy consumption 

behavior, and the authors cited several past efforts to incorporate the varied economic, 

sociological, and technological aspects of energy use (Hitchcock, 1993; Lutzenhiser, 1992; 

Van Raaij & Verhallen, 1983).  In spite of the merits of models that advocated for a broader 

focus, their uptake was rather slow and at times subject to skepticism (Keirstead, 2006; 

Charlie Wilson & Dowlatabadi, 2007).  Therefore, a core aim of the first Cultures Framework 

study was to demonstrate that an interdisciplinary model was not only possible, but also 

more comprehensive and useful than those confined to one discipline (Stephenson et al., 

2010).  This emphasis on interdisciplinary application would ultimately play a role in 

Framework’s expansion beyond the scope of energy use - including within the present 

thesis. 

2.3.3. Fundamentals and Empirical Applications 

Since the Cultures Framework’s initial publication in 2010, its core characteristics have 

remained relatively constant, though some evolution has taken place (Stephenson, Barton, 

et al., 2015) .  The model first relies on the systematic identification of “norms”, “material 

culture”, and “practices” within the cultural system of interest.  Stephenson et al. (2010) 

refer to these cultural categories as “components of behaviour”, and are comparable to the 

“practices, discourses, and material expressions” described in Paul James’ 2014 definition of 

culture.  Understanding each of these categories enables the Framework to be effective at 

investigating complex elements of culture yet remain broad enough in scope to encourage 

an inclusive and multidisciplinary view of the culture(s) it is employed to analyze.  Norms, 

material culture, and practices are defined as follows (Stephenson, Barton, et al., 2015): 

Norms – “Shared beliefs in how people should behave in a given context”.  Include 
both ‘expectations’ (what is or is not acceptable in the status quo) and ‘aspirations’ 
(desirable achievements that may not yet be realised). 
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Material Culture – “Physical evidence of culture including objects, buildings and 
infrastructure” (Woodward, 2007).  This category also encompasses the real or 
perceived material needs of individuals or groups. 

Practices – The actions that define the culture.  Include both everyday activities 
(usual) and occasional, yet reoccurring (customary), behaviors. 

While aspects of culture can be classified into one of these three overarching categories, the 

cultural system is defined by a web of interactions within and between each category.  For 

instance, in a community in which people frequently purchased new cell phones (material 

culture), cell phone purchase and use (a practice) may be influenced by individuals’ 

perceived needs (aspirational norms) as well as the devices their peers possessed  

(expectational norms).  The presence of such multidirectional interactions explains how 

behaviours and beliefs become entrenched, as well as how changes to one element of 

culture can precipitate to other aspects of life.  Further adding to the complexity of culture 

are external influences, which act upon norms, material culture, and practices (Stephenson, 

Barton, et al., 2015).  In the same scenario of cell phone purchase outlined above, two 

external influences would include the rate at which new cell phone models were 

manufactured and the role of advertising in encouraging people to purchase them.   

The foundational elements of norms, material culture, and practices provide one way of 

understanding the factors at play in a given cultural system, yet this is not to say that this is 

the only way they can be conceptualized, or that there is no overlap between them.  

However, for the purposes of my analyses, I have found them particularly useful.  Figure 2.5 

is a schematic of the Cultures Framework, depicting norms, material culture, and practices, 

interactions between them, and the presence of external influences. 
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Figure 2.5:  A schematic of the Cultures Framework.  Norms, material culture, and practices 
interact with each other, and the culture is also subject to the influence of external factors. 

The Cultures Framework characterizes culture as the aggregate manifestation of cultural 

components, interactions between those components, and external influences.  Within this 

complex environment, some factors can be found to be especially important, either serving 

to reinforce existing cultures or to precipitate changes (Stephenson et al., 2010).  

Stephenson, Barton, et al. (2015) highlight these key influences, describing them as potential 

areas to implement strategies of intervention.  This process, encompassed by the third 

objective outlined in Section 2.2.2.1, can aid in either encouraging cultural components that 

lead to sustainable outcomes, or by discouraging those that entrench social and 

environmental impact.  While change ultimately depends upon choices made, constructive 

intervention strategies can facilitate shifts toward sustainability and ecocentrism.  

Various studies have employed the Cultures Framework to investigate culture within 

complex systems.  To name just a few of its applications within the context of energy, it has 

informed the uptake of solar power in households (R. Ford et al., 2017; Khan, 2020), the 

empowerment of women in energy-use decision making (Shrestha, Bajracharya, & Tiwari, 

2019), and the implementation of sustainable transport infrastructure (Bardazzi & Pazienza, 

2018).  The influence of such studies has extended beyond the academic sphere, as they 

increasingly serve to inform community outreach initiatives (Scott, McCarthy, Ford, 

Stephenson, & Gorrie, 2016) and institutional or policy considerations (Dew, Aten, & Ferrer, 
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2017; Stephenson et al., 2016).  Recently, the Framework has increased further in scope – 

Stephenson (2018) reframed it as the “Sustainability Cultures Framework” (from “Energy 

Cultures Framework”) and reiterated its emphasis on agency.  This shift demonstrates the 

interdisciplinary potential of the model and forecasts its utility for approaching research 

questions in an even broader range of disciplines. 

2.3.4. Rationale for Selection 

There are several reasons why I have chosen the Cultures Framework as a lens through 

which to critically analyze environmental history and culture in Paha Sapa.  First, the 

Framework has proven its potential for adaptability to various settings, scales, and 

disciplines (R. Ford et al., 2017; Scott et al., 2016; Shrestha et al., 2019).  Culture is complex 

and multifaceted by nature, yet understanding the norms, material culture, and practices 

enables a systematic and stepwise approach.  Once the components of interest are 

identified, potential interactions between them become more apparent, as do the external 

influences that act upon the culture of interest.  These factors combined make the Cultures 

Framework a useful heuristic for understanding the shared meanings and/or experiences 

that comprise culture throughout history.  This process is ultimately flexible, as the 

Framework can be tailored to examine the cultural elements most relevant to humans’ 

relationship with the natural environment. 

Another aspect of the Cultures Framework that makes its application to environmental 

history appealing is the timelessness of its cultural components.  Norms, material culture, 

and practices have defined human systems throughout history and will continue to do so in 

the future.  The Cultures Framework emphasizes the role of ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1977; 

Stephenson, 2018; Stephenson, Hopkins, & Doering, 2015) in influencing periods of cultural 

stasis and change, and this theme has defined humans’ relationship with the natural 

environment as well as the discipline of environmental history itself.  In this sense, the 

Framework is also useful in approaching culture from a decolonial perspective, as its core 

components are shared among all human societies.  While the Cultures Framework has not 

yet been applied to understand culture in time periods or frames other than the present (see 

Section 2.4), the literary foundation and fundamentals of the model only encourage this 

novel endeavor. 



36  CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMING 
 

Perhaps most importantly, the values that form the foundation for the Cultures Framework 

are closely aligned with those of most authors in the field of environmental history.  Like the 

works of Nash, Crosby, and those who followed, The Framework advocates for appreciation 

of nature and for more sustainable perceptions and practices.  It is driven more by 

preservation than conservation, yet it is often used to highlight the cultural benefits of 

sustainability.  Philosophically, it explicitly rejects environmental determinism, and stresses 

the centrality of human choice in confronting habitus and taking an active role in shaping 

humanity’s future (Stephenson, 2018).  Finally, through employing the Cultures Framework, I 

am not only investigating culture in my study region, but also promoting the ecocentrism 

upon which the model is based, a worldview that many Indigenous peoples continue to 

embrace (Hendry, 2005; L. T. Smith, 1999).  In addition to its specific application to my 

research, my use of the model draws attention to other works that serve to guide human 

systems toward sustainable priorities and practices in the Anthropocene. 

2.4. Research Gap and Novel Contributions 

One of the primary requirements for completing a PhD thesis is that the candidate make a 

novel contribution to the literature of their respective academic field. This is something with 

which I have personally struggled, as I have learned so much from others’ works and have 

wondered how my own writing could possibly offer something new and unprecedented.  I 

have also been disillusioned with what seems to be an academic mandate of self-promotion, 

and the existence of numerous “novel” terms and buzzwords that essentially describe the 

same thing.  However, I have come to think of this work not as something entirely 

standalone, but rather as one voice in a chorus of people calling for environmental 

compassion.  While the message of this thesis may echo that of other philosophies within 

and outside of the academic sphere, there are some elements that make this rendition of 

the song unique.  The contributions this research makes to environmental history and 

culture-focused literature are first presented here, then revisited in Chapter 7. 

As you will read in the chapters to follow, this thesis explores and analyses the entire human 

environmental history of Paha Sapa in a single work.  It follows the story of the region’s first-

known inhabitants, spans the colonial settler days of the nineteenth century, and traces the 

tale of tourism from the recent past to the present using a cultural framing.  There have 
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been key instances of cultural subversion throughout Paha Sapa’s complex history, and I 

argue that these have produced distinct cultural periods (See Chapter 4).  Scholars have 

written numerous comprehensive articles and books about the region’s Native history (e.g.; 

L. Sundstrom, 2004; Wishart, 1976), its period of Euro-American settlement (e.g.; 

McClintock, 2000; Pechan & Groethe, 2005), or the inception and progression of its tourism 

(e.g.; S. Julin, 2009; Tupper, 2017b).  However, as far as I can ascertain, this will be the first 

work to comprehensively investigate all three of these cultural periods using a single 

framework and project upon the region’s future in light of its past and present. 

In employing the Cultures Framework for this purpose, this research also represents a novel 

application of the theoretical model.  Empirically, the Framework has been implemented to 

address numerous energy-related research questions, and it has recently branched out to 

investigate the broader topic of sustainability within contemporary systems (Stephenson, 

2018).  This study will be the first to apply it in a historical context, specifically to analyze 

multiple points throughout Paha Sapa’s history and to pinpoint key internal and external 

drivers of cultural change.  In Chapter 5, I present a chord diagram generated from interview 

data that illustrates the degree of overlap between the subcategories of norms, material 

culture, and practices in present-day Paha Sapa.  No Cultures Framework study to date has 

quantified the relative strength of connections between its components, nor have chord 

diagrams been used to visualize interview data elsewhere in academic literature. 

In using the Cultures Framework to analyze the past cultures of Paha Sapa alongside the 

culture of the present, this research also contributes a novel approach to the field of 

environmental history.  Environmental historians often position the past in the context of 

the present, advocating for individual and environmental agency and ecocentric shifts 

(Kheraj, 2014; Sutter, 2013).  However, as the subject of their research is the past, immersive 

social methods such as interviews are not possible.  In this thesis, I characterize the region’s 

present as one iteration of its ongoing environmental history, synthesizing past and present 

through analysis and comparison of norms, material cultures, and practices.  I use interviews 

from my field work to investigate specific dynamics of Paha Sapa today and trace how 

cultural attributes of the past are still present and influential in the region’s culture today 

(See Chapter 5).  What is now the region’s present will one day be its past, and my intention 

in this work is to offer critical self-reflection within a decisive moment in time. 
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In conveying and justifying what makes the research presented in this thesis novel, I feel it 

would be disingenuous of me not to address the important aspects of this research that did 

not originate here.  This work is inspired by expressions of ecocentrism and human 

compassion that are evident within the literary foundations of the field of environmental 

history and the Cultures Framework.  However, these values far pre-date the literature itself, 

and the understanding of Paha Sapa as a sacred place of inspiration is certainly not a “new 

idea” – just one that has been repressed for the past century-and-a-half.  While learning of 

Paha Sapa’s history has been enlightening and has helped me place my views of the world in 

perspective, it has at times been exhausting.  Seemingly basic facts, such as that resources 

are finite and humans are not capable of existing independently from the natural 

environment, are clearly not widely accepted and need to be repeated rather than cleverly 

repackaged.  More importantly than any “novel” contribution it may represent, I would hope 

that this thesis would serve as a reminder of who we are.
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3.1.  Methodology and Methods: Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to outline the methodologies and methods I devised and 

employed to address my research questions.  In Chapter 1, I described how my research 

questions and aims arose from realizations I had in the field in Paha Sapa and evolved as I 

learned more about the region’s history and the environmental perceptions of its residents 

and visitors.  Therefore, I have structured this chapter in a way that sequentially outlines my 

experience of self-reflection, the methodological toolkit I employed to gather and process 

my data, and the analyses that resulted from my experience in Paha Sapa.  While these 

elements are presented separately, I wish to stress that, in many respects, they were not 

consecutive.  For instance, reflection on my data throughout my field work (Section 3.4), 

sometimes caused me to revisit my sampling and travel plans (Section 3.3).  While my 

original plan for this research may have been linear, its execution has been quite the 

opposite.  Seven years of quantitative conditioning in the natural sciences has likely still 

manifested in this research in ways of which I am unaware, yet I have attempted to return to 

the more personal method of storytelling to which I believe I have always been inclined. 

The following sections of Chapter 3 progress as follows: 

Section 3.2 outlines the important process of self-reflection and ethical 

consideration, both in the preparation phase of the project and throughout field 

work and analysis.  I present relevant literature on researcher positionality and 

reflexivity, then outline how specific reflections on my positionality relative to the 

region resulted in a more comprehensive focus on history and culture. 

Section 3.3 is dedicated to the methods I employed in the field, including physical 

immersion, participant recruitment, and semi-structured interviews.  I also present 

interview statistics and participant demographics in this section. 

Section 3.4 details how I processed the data I collected in the field.  Topics covered in 

this section include transcription, demographic classification, theme identification, 

and data visualization.  I present an illustration of connectivity within my dataset, and 

conclude by addressing the inherent limitations of qualitative analysis software. 
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Section 3.5 describes the methodologies informing the multiple cultural analyses I 

conducted on Paha Sapa’s past, present, and future.  Each subsection corresponds to 

one of my research questions, and I describe how the approaches I have taken both 

relate to and diverge from conventional approaches in academic literature.  This 

section also serves as a roadmap for Chapters 4 through 7. 

3.2. Research Ethics and Positionality 

3.2.1. Ethical Consultations and Considerations 

Prior to conducting research in the field in 2018, I spent much of the first year of my PhD 

drafting and amending a proposal for my thesis, exploring literature on social research, and 

engaging in the essential process of ethical review.  The primary purpose of this phase of 

preparation was to familiarize myself with dynamics in the region and to deliberate on the 

most appropriate and effective way to approach my research questions.  At the University of 

Otago, all PhD students are required to submit their finalized proposals for review by the 

University’s Human Ethics committee.  For research that involves face-to-face interviews and 

sensitive participant information and/or international travel (as my project did) the most 

comprehensive application (Class A) must be completed and approved before field work can 

be conducted.  My project was also deemed to be of interest to Māori, the Indigenous 

people of Aotearoa/New Zealand, and I submitted my proposal to be considered by the 

Research Consultation Committee of the Ngāi Tahu iwi (tribe).  These processes in which I 

was required to reflect upon the intent and implications of my study helped me to 

contextualize my research in the planning phase and prepared me for the ethical questions I 

would ultimately face as I was encouraged to revaluate the direction of my interpretations.   

Among the research aspects my Class A Ethics Application (Appendix A) directed me to 

provide were who I would recruit for interviews, how I would conduct them, what sorts of 

questions I would include, and what travel was necessary and justified to address my study 

aims.  Furthermore, I was required to disclose how my interview data would be stored, how I 

would ensure participant confidentiality, and what mode(s) of publication I would seek 

during or following the completion of my PhD.  The approaches I took to these questions are 

outlined in detail in Section 3.3: Methods in the Field.   However, in this section, I wish to 

first address researcher self-reflection, and how the ethical review process encouraged me 
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to continually engage in this ongoing process.  While my interview practices and recruitment 

strategies adhered to the guidelines for which I was approved, my decisions on avenues of 

data interpretation the data underwent several changes as I became more familiar with Paha 

Sapa’s environmental history and culture.   

The process of reflecting on the researcher’s individual role in the research process, which I 

was first encouraged to do during the ethical review process, has been integral to the 

development of this thesis.  As I became more aware of Paha Sapa’s history and my own 

positionality relative to the region (see Section 3.2.3), I deliberated much on the project’s 

purpose.  This was paralyzing at times, as I often feared doing my work in a way that could 

cause harm to communities and wondered whether I was the right person to do it in the first 

place.  Traditional academic norms also proved an obstacle to my work, as the strategies 

seemingly most beneficial to researchers’ career prospects, namely self-promotion and 

“ownership” of knowledge, were those I disagreed with the most.  However, I came to 

believe that it was possible for research to be an act of altruistic service, and though this 

choice may sometimes be defined by sacrifice and solitude, it is ultimately a more fulfilling 

pursuit. 

My ethical reflections led me to a growing body of literature – works that implore 

researchers to examine their own roles and identities and to consider the implications of the 

studies they conduct (C. Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011; England, 1994; Mills, 1959).  At 

various points throughout the past three years, I have visited and revisited some of this 

literature, and each time, it has shaped my perspective into what type of researcher I wish to 

be.  Because of the personal value I have found in this work, I have decided to dedicate the 

remainder of Section 3.2 to reviewing some of the existing literature around researcher 

positionality and empathy (Section 3.2.2), addressing certain aspects of my own identity 

relevant to Paha Sapa (Section 3.2.3), and discussing how reflexivity and ethical 

consideration shaped the direction of this particular project (Section 3.2.4).  Through the 

inclusion of these sections, I wish to share my heartfelt belief that the broad field of social 

research can mature as the individuals who comprise it engage in the important, arguably 

essential, process of self-reflection. 
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3.2.2. Researcher Self-Reflection in Theory and Practice 

The nature of the self and of one’s own life experience relative to that of others could be 

described as two of the great mysteries with which countless individuals have grappled 

throughout human history.  These questions and those peripheral to them have laid the 

foundations for numerous philosophical schools of thought (Descartes, 1984; Hutto & Myin, 

2012; Smart, 1959).  In contemporary academic literature, efforts to conceptualize aspects 

of the individual human condition encounter similar difficulty, as the lines blur between the 

compartmentalized fields of psychology, sociology, philosophy, and neuroscience.  These 

modern efforts to understand self and consciousness elucidate, through a range of 

observations both qualitative and quantitative, that each individual’s perspective is 

inherently limited by one’s own frame of reference, and that bias, by extension, is 

unavoidable (Blackman, Cromby, Hook, Papadopoulos, & Walkerdine, 2008; Gergely, 2007; 

Pickersgill, Cunningham-Burley, & Martin, 2011).  While fully understanding the self may be 

outside of our grasp, we can at least derive that individual experience is subjective in nature. 

In spite of this widely-accepted limitation of individual consciousness, a long-standing 

tradition in science (including “social science”) literature held that researchers should be 

removed from the subject of the study they are conducting, writing as anonymous, 

omniscient observers and presenting their observations as quantifiable, “objective” truths 

(Burawoy, 1991; England, 1994).  In this sense, the voice of the academic was both 

authoritative and monolithic.  CW Mills was among the first modern sociologists to explicitly 

identify and critique such impersonal, analytical methodologies, referring to them as 

“abstracted empiricism” and describing them as inhibitive, rather than conducive, to 

comprehensive research (Mills, 1959, pp. 50-75).  Mills and many authors since have argued 

that the widespread reduction of complex and nuanced social systems to statistics derived 

through positivism (often with excessive methodological justification) hindered researchers’ 

capacity to engage with and build trust within communities while simultaneously casting 

doubt on the validity of their portrayals (Delanty & Strydom, 2003, pp. 14-18; England, 1994; 

Mills, 1959, pp. 50-51).  At the core of this argument is a diagnosis – that in removing the 

researcher from the “researched” in methodological fetishism, academics had 

demonstrated, as a community, a solipsistic and limiting view of people and society.  
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While some level of academic solipsism is still embedded in tradition today, there has been a 

gradual push for social researchers to adopt more inclusive methodologies that acknowledge 

and incorporate the researcher’s own identity and life experience into research, while taking 

care not to occlude the subjects of their studies.  Acknowledgement of the subjectivity of 

self in research is prominent in research methods such as autoethnography, in which 

researchers employ anecdotes and autobiographical narratives “to connect the 

autobiographical and personal to the cultural, social, and political” (C. Ellis, 2004, p. xix).  

Moreover, entire academic disciplines such as feminist geography (Rose, 1993) and 

postcolonial studies (Loomba, 2007; Mishra & Hodge, 1991) focus on amplifying perspectives 

and worldviews that have been marginalized within and outside of the academic sphere.  

Such inclusive disciplines and methodologies contribute to an increased understanding that 

a researcher’s identity and experience are relevant factors throughout the research process.  

The term positionality has emerged in contemporary studies to describe how aspects of 

researcher identity relate to specific individuals or communities of interest (Bourke, 2014; 

England, 1994; Rose, 1997).  In the paper, “Getting Personal: Reflexivity, Positionality, and 

Feminist Research”, Kim England describes that academics are often challenged to step 

outside of the “epistemological security” of ‘traditional’ neopositivist methods to 

incorporate more personal approaches.  She argues that while this leap of faith of 

integrating oneself into the research process may make the researcher feel anxious or 

vulnerable, it is necessary to build genuine relationships with individuals and communities 

and establish trust and commonality (England, 1994).  Positionality is particularly important 

when approaching places with complex or traumatic histories, within which the researcher 

may not directly have a stake.  In such situations, researchers should engage in profound 

introspection before undertaking a project and remain open to feedback to elucidate their 

own personal blind spots (Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000). 

Considerations of positionality run parallel to reflexivity, which is, as England describes it, the 

“self-critical sympathetic introspection and the self-conscious analytical scrutiny of the self 

as a researcher” (England, 1994).  Reflexive researchers remain open to changing their own 

perspective of things, even if nuance and revelation threaten their preconceived study aims 

and timelines (Kleinsasser, 2000).  Reflexivity is the opposite of positivism, in the sense that 

the researcher lets the information they learn guide them, rather than confining their 
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studies to the assumptions inherent in any initial hypotheses.  Furthermore, what might 

benefit the researcher (e.g. publication and self-promotion) may be harmful to individuals 

and communities, drawing attention to people and place in unexpected or undesired ways. 

There is also intersectionality (Hankivsky, 2014) to consider, or how the researcher and 

research participants may interact amidst normalized discrimination, societal 

advantage/disadvantage, ingrained prejudices, and stereotypes. 

Even with deep introspection and understanding of one’s own positionality, researchers 

cannot fully understand what it is to be another individual, or a member of a community 

that is not their own.  As researchers reflect on their own identities and positionalities, they 

should also understand that each community they approach is a collective of individuals, 

each of whom has a unique life experience.  Therefore, when speaking of communities 

collectively, researchers must take care not to make sweeping statements.  Generalizations, 

even when well-intentioned, often have negative consequences.  In their book Subjectivity: 

Ethnographic Investigations, Biehl, Good, and Kleinman describe how even inclusive 

research methodologies can occlude the personhood of research subjects.  They write: 

“The subjects of ethnography are rarely offered the depth of personhood as 
vulnerable, failing, and aspiring human beings – people who demonstrate the same 
qualities that we ourselves [researchers] display in relationships.”  (Biehl et al., 2007, 
p. 14) 

Intersubjectivity (Zahavi, 2001), or in simpler terms, “putting oneself in another’s shoes”, is 

often the best we can hope for as researchers.  The level of control we truly have over our 

respective paths remains a matter of debate, and yet sometimes our experiences place us in 

a position in which we have the privilege of speaking about the lives of others.  The 

perspectives we bring to the table, each influenced by our own respective environments, 

may afford us certain opportunities, but ultimately, we must choose how we represent 

communities and the individuals within them.  If we seek to teach others with our work, we 

should also remain open to learning, even if doing so challenges our existing perceptions or 

research timelines.  Perhaps most importantly, we must afford research subjects the 

opportunity for growth and introspection that we ourselves require and, in doing so, nurture 

the underlying constructive purpose of research. 
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3.2.3. My Background and Positionality in Paha Sapa 

Considerations of researcher and individual positionality relative to place and community 

proved to be especially important as I learned of the history of Paha Sapa, and of what I 

represented in relation to it.  As you will read in Chapter 4, Paha Sapa’s is a story of countless 

cultural convergences, some peaceful, and others, in recent memory, drenched in blood and 

tears.  It is a complex tale extending far beyond what is seen in the region in the present and 

directly contradicting the image that the “U”SA so often broadcasts within and outside of its 

borders.  On some level, I understand the temptation to avert focus from dark points in 

history, as we would like to teach our children (and perhaps convince ourselves) that human 

beings have made progress toward a more understanding world. However, if we truly 

believe that we have achieved such a state, we should not be afraid to reflect upon who we 

were, and, as the aphorism holds, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to 

repeat it” (Santayana, 1910, p. 284).  The true history of Paha Sapa has been and continues 

to be swept under the rug, and yet it is something I believe that all people could deeply 

benefit from learning, as I certainly have.  This section is dedicated to sharing how 

confronting my own background, both as a white man and as a scientist, ultimately shaped 

the direction I decided to take with this research. 

I grew up in suburban Southwest Missouri (Midwest United States), in one of those 

neighborhoods where every house has three bedrooms and looks the exact same from the 

outside.  Where I grew up, whiteness is the norm, and Christianity is the expectation.  At the 

start of class each morning, from elementary to high school, children stand with their hands 

on their hearts, face an American flag hanging in the corner of every classroom, and profess 

their undying loyalty to God and country.  The Americanized patriarchs of God and Jesus 

control every aspect of life, and to question this creed is to experience a crisis of faith.  While 

my wholehearted rejection of Americanized Christianity would not come until later in my 

life, there were certain aspects of the doctrine I was sold as a child that never sat right with 

me.  My foremost objection, then and now, was the notion that the world was created for 

humans to use as they saw fit – that we, as “chosen” beings in this universe, are entitled to 

the guiltless exploitation of all we see around us.  While the word “anthropocentrism” did 

not enter my vocabulary until relatively recently, its widespread acceptance in society is 

something I have found deeply offensive as far back as I can remember. 
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This distaste with human entitlement and environmental impact was the driving force in the 

career path I decided to take prior to this PhD.  In school, history class often bored me, as 

teachers would frequently iterate how everyone living in the United States of America 

should constantly view the country through a lens of nationalism and exceptionalism.  

Science, on the other hand, was fascinating!  The laws of the universe applied 

indiscriminately; things could be proven and disproven; and truth no longer exclusively 

belonged to those who possessed the loudest voices in the room.  Before university, I never 

imagined I would do anything other than environmental science, and yet a combination of 

my own experiences and the events of the world (See Chapter 1) drew me into social 

research and ultimately to Paha Sapa. 

As is the case with many places throughout the United States of America, the issue of race is 

presently a defining feature of life in Paha Sapa (See Chapters 4, 5, and 6).  Ghosts still haunt 

the forested hills, and the region’s past is inextricably linked to its future.  I will never fully 

understand what it is like to be a Native person in the region today, as it is an experience I 

cannot have myself.  However, it did not take long for me to realize the nature of the current 

state of affairs, and that Native and Euro-American cultures in the region today are as much 

(and, in some ways, more) divided than the day they first converged on The Great Plains 

centuries ago. The word “disgraceful” does not fully encapsulate the emotion I feel when I 

think of South Dakota’s leaders, and the categorically racist and anthropocentric narratives 

and policies they shamelessly propagate (Kaczke, 2020b; Thebault, 2019).  As I learned of 

this dismal situation, I was dismayed that the same government that I had been spoon-fed 

through school as being the pinnacle of peace, freedom, and justice in the world today was 

in fact responsible for the continued perpetration of crimes against humanity (See Chapters 

5, 6; Asgarian, 2020; Romo, 2020; M. Smith, 2017).   

This realization triggered a painful series of revelations, both about the country in which I 

was raised and my own positionality relative to Paha Sapa.  I am, for all intents and 

purposes, a run-of-the-mill white man born in the Midwest.  My grandmother’s great-

grandmother was a member of the Choctaw Nation (from what is presently the state of 

Mississippi), but there remains little evidence of her culture or appearance within my family.  

I was named after my father, named after his father before him, who was named after a 

British monarch.  At least some of my family had settled in the Heartland under the 
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Homestead Acts in the nineteenth century, and were it not for the colonization that 

continues to inflict so much misery on the land itself and the descendants of its first 

inhabitants, I certainly would not exist.  Regardless of whether I or any of my ancestors was 

directly responsible for degradation of the environment or acts of violence toward Native 

peoples, I was a product of historical suffering who had directly benefitted from the privilege 

it afforded me.  I felt ashamed of my ignorance of the past and present oppression of people 

in Paha Sapa despite having spent most of my life within a day’s drive of the place, and that 

guilt gave way to a renewed anger at the system that never taught me.   

3.2.4. Incorporating Reflexivity and Depth of Perspective 

This experience of self-reflection in Paha Sapa awakened a sense of responsibility to develop 

as strong a connection with the region as I could in the short time I had there, and to 

represent it and its people in a fair and nuanced way in my work.  As I learned more about 

the region’s history from individuals I interviewed, from museums, and from books checked 

out at local libraries, I found it more and more fascinating.  I knew that it was something I 

wanted to include in the thesis, although I had not yet devised how I would do so within my 

research plan.  It slowly dawned on me that simply comparing people’s perceptions on 

anthropogenic climate change and the Dakota Access Pipeline in the present (my original 

study aim) would have been a simplistic representation of those who lived in the region, 

ignoring the ingrained aspects of culture passed down through generations.  My science 

background had drilled into me that research was an analytical, quantitative process, but 

this model was challenged by a complex environment that deserved a more delicate and 

empathetic approach.  This threw a wrench in the gears of my plan, and led me to (at least 

somewhat) understand the researcher identity crisis that England (1994) and Kleinsasser 

(2000) eloquently describe.   

Importantly, this work has represented a journey of understanding for me, particularly with 

regard to the nature of truth.  Perhaps I once believed that truth was something that could 

be incontrovertible, and that the dissemination of scientific “facts” would have a major 

impact on how humans perceive their relationship with the environment.  Needless to say, 

that is no longer my perception.  While I still believe that certain things should be recognized 

collectively to the benefit of all, including humans (e.g. the existence and severity of 

anthropogenic climate change), this project has helped me to understand the separate – 
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sometimes intertwined or disparate – realities in which people live.  An integral component 

of the reflexive approach this thesis has required is a fundamental revaluation of truth, and a 

realization that the manner in which reality is perceived and interpreted is often more 

impactful than the “truths” conveyed by scientific data. 

As I came to terms with the reflexivity required in the region, I proceeded to recruit 

interview participants and conduct my research in a similar fashion to what was originally 

planned (See Section 3.3).  I asked many of the same questions in my original script about 

climate change and pipelines, yet the interviews would often branch out into discussions of 

the “bigger picture” of environmental philosophy, history, and culture.  Beneath the surface 

of the present, there was a greater reality to explore – the underlying environmental history 

and culture of which Paha Sapa’s present state is merely one part.  Amid all my 

disillusionment with the situation in Paha Sapa and in the United States of America as a 

whole, I saw a glimmer of hope.  I came to believe that with an honest view of history, Paha 

Sapa could again become a place of healing and connection. In the sections of this chapter to 

follow, I describe the approaches I took to gathering and interpreting my data in light of the 

lessons I am learning. 

3.3. Methods in the Field: Sampling and Interviews 

3.3.1. Travel and Accommodation 

An integral component of the preparation phase for my field work was planning my sampling 

route and my means of travel and accommodation.  As my research sought to capture the 

spontaneous environmental perceptions of people living and visiting my study region, 

physical travel to the United States from Aotearoa was essential.  My original plan was to 

travel around the states of North and South Dakota and interview people both within and 

outside of Native reservations.  I planned to fly from Aotearoa to my home state of Missouri 

in April of 2018, visit with friends and family for three weeks, then drive a day northwest to 

South Dakota with a vehicle I purchased upon my arrival.  However, the question of 

accommodation proved more difficult to resolve. 

The states of North Dakota and South Dakota are predominantly rural, and I quickly realized 

that booking hotels or homestays would have limited the geographic distribution of the 
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places I was able to visit.  Therefore, I reasoned that the most cost-effective, time-efficient, 

and immersive transport and accommodation option was to live in a small motorhome or 

campervan for the duration of my four to five months of field work.  When I arrived in the 

U.S. in April of 2018, I began searching for an RV, and, after a couple of weeks, I found the 

one.  It was a 1992 miniature (23-ft-long) Winnebago, or “Minnie Winnie” for short (Figure 

3.1).  It did not escape me that the RV’s name was a shameless appropriation of the 

Winnebago Ho-Chunk Native tribe.  However, the name also bore a striking similarity to 

“Mni Wiconi”, the mantra of the DAPL protesters that translates from the language of the 

Oceti Sakowin to “Water is Life” (Weston, 2017). 

 

 

A.              B. 

    

Figure 3.1: [A] The Minnie Winnie at Bear Butte Lake in the foothills of Paha Sapa. [B] A 
picture of the inside – small kitchen and couch not in the frame (Photos by Will Stovall). 

When I arrived in the Dakotas and my travels took me to Paha Sapa, I began to focus 

specifically on the region.  I became aware of several different cohorts of people who can be 

found in Paha Sapa at any given time.  These include full-time residents, students-in-

residence, seasonal workers, and visitors/tourists.  I wished to capture a balance of 

perspectives between these groups, and for this purpose, living in the RV was useful.  It 
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allowed me to travel flexibly yet stay in one place for an extended period of time if required, 

thereby adopting a combination of the sustained presence of residents and the spatial 

transience of visitors and seasonal workers.  In the sections to follow, I describe how I 

intended to reach each of these groups, and the approach I took to the interview process. 

3.3.2. Participant Recruitment and Data Storage 

3.3.2.1. Participant Recruitment 

My plan going into my field work was to be as inclusive and equitable as possible in my 

participant recruitment strategy.  To this end, I hoped to interview people of a wide range of 

ages, cultural backgrounds, and levels of education.  I also wanted to balance my interviews 

between residents, students, seasonal workers, and visitors, as each of these groups had its 

own lens of experience of Paha Sapa (in addition to each individual’s unique lens).  If 

someone was willing to talk to me about their views on the people and environment of Paha 

Sapa, I committed to treating the individual with respect, even in cases where I disagreed 

with their perspective.   

From early May to late October of 2018, I drove throughout Paha Sapa and its foothills, 

stopping in places I knew I was likely to find people who would be interested in sharing their 

perspectives.  I met many of my interview participants through spontaneous conversations 

in public locations (e.g. libraries, hotels, and campgrounds).  In several cases, these 

individuals referred me to others they believed would be interested in contributing their 

time, thereby enabling a snowball sampling (L. A. Goodman, 1961; Noy, 2008) regime.  

Through these referrals, I became aware of two facilities within the Paha Sapa region that 

had direct relevance to my interest in environmental philosophy – Under Canvas Mount 

Rushmore in Keystone and Outdoor Campus West in Rapid City.  Both focus on providing 

patrons with an experience of Paha Sapa’s natural environment, although the products they 

offer are different in several respects.   Some of the individuals I interviewed worked at 

these facilities, and I made arrangements with management to conduct my interviews on-

site. 

Under Canvas Mount Rushmore (UCMR) is one of nine Under Canvas® camps throughout the 

country, all of which are based near or within National or State Parks.  The facility consists of 

a central tent with a restaurant and lounge (Figure 3.2, A), luxury guest tents of various 
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shapes and sizes (Figure 3.2, B), and a West-facing courtyard from which the mountain 

widely known as Mount Rushmore can be seen in the distance.  It is marketed as “upscale 

accommodation” for those seeking to “explore Custer State Park and the Black Hills of South 

Dakota” (Under Canvas, 2020).  Several of the staff members I interviewed described UCMR 

as a “glamping” complex in which guests can immerse themselves within the Paha Sapa 

environment (to a certain extent), without forsaking the comforts of the twenty-first 

century.  The staff members also communicated to me that most of the company’s clientele 

are wealthy individuals from urban or suburban areas who have little to no camping and 

outdoor survival experience (See Chapter 5). 

 

 

A.            

  

B. 
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Figure 3.2. [A] Under Canvas Mount Rushmore (UCMR) central tent, Keystone. [B] Inside of 
UCMR guest suite. [C] Mount Rushmore in the distance, from the UCMR courtyard.  Sources: 
[A,C]: Photos by Will Stovall; [B] Under Canvas (2020). 

Outdoor Campus West (OCW; Figure 3.3) is a facility in western Rapid City managed by South 

Dakota Game, Fish, and Parks.  It houses “indoor exhibits showcasing a variety of western 

South Dakota habitats and wildlife, along with a 4,600-gallon freshwater aquarium” (South 

Dakota Game Fish & Parks, 2020b).  The facility offers a range of courses, taught both on-site 

and in the field, designed to teach people of various age groups about hunting, fishing, and 

other outdoor skills.  All courses are complementary, and the funding for these courses, as 

well as for the initial construction and maintenance of the facility, comes from the sale of 

hunting and fishing licenses throughout the state.  Nature trails stemming from the facility 

are open to the public and utilized for some of the courses (South Dakota Game Fish & 

Parks, 2020b). 
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Figure 3.3: Outside of Outdoor Campus West (OCW) in Rapid City.  Source: South Dakota 
Game Fish & Parks (2020b). 

In July of 2018, I drove from Paha Sapa to Sioux Falls in Eastern South Dakota to meet up 

with Koro Hata Temo, my friend and advisor from the University of Otago Office of Māori 

Development.  While I was in the eastern side of the state, I visited the town of Vermillion 

and performed 5 interviews there.  While these individuals did not live in the immediate 

vicinity of my study region, they still offered interesting insights on Paha Sapa’s norms, 

material culture, and practices, so I decided to include exchanges from these interviews in 

my cultural analysis.  I returned to Paha Sapa afterward and conducted the remainder of my 

interviews there (See Section 3.3.3.2). 

3.3.2.2. Data Storage and Security 

As I conducted my interviews, I transferred recordings from my phone to a password-

protected folder on my computer that only I could access.  I also backed them up on a 

password-protected external hard drive for redundancy.  I scanned and saved signed 

Consent Forms (See Section 3.3.3) onto the protected drives and shredded the physical 

copies.  Upon my return from field work, I assigned pseudonyms to each of my participants 

to ensure anonymity at this time.  Later, when transcribing the interviews, I redacted all 

identifying information (e.g., names, specific job titles) from the text, and saved the 

transcribed interviews onto the protected drives. 

3.3.3. Interview Approach and Statistics 
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3.3.3.1. Interview Approach and Script 

Before undertaking my field work in Paha Sapa, I read some useful literature on how to 

devise a semi-structured interview program.  The foundation of a semi-structured interview 

method is flexibility, as participants are not confined to a strict script and can draw 

connections that may be peripheral to the researcher’s current lens.  The researcher may 

learn of important information they had not previously considered and may adjust the focus 

of their study to reflect this awareness (Leech, 2002; Longhurst, 2003; Whiting, 2008).  While 

this reading was useful in establishing the dynamic nature of field work, I believe the 

literature could only do so much in preparing me for the actual practice.  Over the course of 

my sampling regime, and through learning what worked and what did not, I became more 

comfortable with the directions the conversations would naturally take. 

Prior to performing interviews, I would tell the participant a bit about myself and the work 

that I was doing.  I would give them a copy of the Information Sheet for Participants 

(Appendix B) or email it to them beforehand if the interview was not spontaneous.  After 

they had read the Information Sheet, I would ask that they sign a Consent Form (Appendix C) 

and fill out a quarter-page slip detailing their age, gender, place of residence, occupation, 

and racial/ethnic identity.  After performing seven interviews, I decided to add “level of 

education” to the slip for all subsequent participants.  Each of the fields had a blank space 

next to it rather than a series of options, as I did not wish to restrict participants’ responses 

(particularly in the categories of gender and racial/ethnic identity).  The distribution of each 

of these demographic categories is outlined in Section 3.3.4. 

When the interviews began, I would start with broad questions about topics such as tourism 

in Paha Sapa, participants’ views on environmental protection, and the state of intercultural 

relations.  These would allow me to gauge their receptivity to more specific questions about 

impacts of development, climate change, or Paha Sapa’s history.  This open-ended style 

enabled conversations to flow naturally, and for participants to control the direction they 

wanted to take.  Participants offered useful insights into their personal norms, material 

culture, and practices, and how they perceived the culture of the region as a whole.  My 

interview script pertaining to contemporary environmental issues (Appendix D) was useful in 

reminding me which topics I would like to cover, but I did not strictly adhere to it and often, 

questions would arise that I did not anticipate asking at the start of the interview.  
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Sometimes these “off-book” questions were most useful in elucidating aspects of 

contemporary culture (Research Question 2).  As I became more comfortable with the 

interview process, I would sometimes politely present participants with a view or point that 

contradicted their own and document their response or counter argument (See Chapter 5). 

As my interviews progressed, I became more familiar with the Cultures Framework and 

identified it as a potential tool to analyze the norms, material culture, and practices that 

were becoming clear through my interviews.  I began to notice recurring themes in my 

dataset, and while each new interview participant offered a unique perspective, opinions on 

topics such as tourism in Paha Sapa, environmental philosophy, and cultural inclusivity 

began to echo each other.  As I transcribed my interviews and coded interesting exchanges 

(conversation pieces between participants and myself) while on the road (See Section 3.5), I 

began to notice evidence of data saturation as each theme (node) corresponded with 

numerous exchanges, and several major exchanges bridged multiple themes. When I 

deemed that I had plentiful information to interpret and analyze, and had encompassed a 

diverse range of perspectives, I concluded my interview programme. 

3.3.3.2. Interview Statistics and Geographic Distribution 

Throughout my four-and-a-half months living in Paha Sapa and the surrounding region, I 

conducted a total of 45 interviews.  This amounts on average to roughly one interview every 

two-and-a-half days, although my interviews often occurred in clusters.  Much of my time 

outside of interviews was spent planning my next move, developing contacts, and 

experiencing Paha Sapa’s natural and built environments.  Forty-three of my interviews were 

conducted face-to-face, while two were conducted over the phone.  For the in-person 

interviews, I used the third-party app Voice Recorder on my Android phone, which was set to 

record (with participant permission) from the start of the interview.  For the phone 

interviews, I used the Microsoft program Skype to call the participants from my computer 

and recorded the conversation with my phone using Voice Recorder.  Interviews ranged in 

length from fifteen minutes and twenty seconds (15:20) to one hour, fifty-two minutes, and 

48 seconds (1:52:48).  Average interview length was fifty-nine minutes and seventeen 

seconds (59:17). 
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As my revised research plan was heavily focused on Paha Sapa specifically, the majority (38) 

of my interviews took place within the range or in the foothills.  However, 5 of my interviews 

took place in the city of Vermillion in Southeastern South Dakota.  The two phone interviews 

were with conducted with visitors to Paha Sapa that I met when they were in the range.  

Figure 3.4 displays the broad spatial distribution of my interviews. 

 

Figure 3.4: Broad spatial distribution of interviews throughout the state of South Dakota.  
Map created using National Geographic Interactive MapMaker. 

Within Paha Sapa, I performed interviews at 4 key locations.  These included the primarily 

residential areas of Sturgis and Rapid City, and the tourist hubs of Deadwood and Keystone.  

Of the 13 interviews conducted in Keystone, 4 were with UCMR staff, and of the thirteen 13 

interviews conducted in Rapid City, 5 were with OCW staff. Figure 3.5 shows the spatial 

distribution of my interviews within Paha Sapa. 
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Figure 3.5: Interview sites within Paha Sapa.  Map created using National Geographic 
Interactive MapMaker. 

3.3.4. Participant Demographics 

3.3.4.1. Study Cohorts 

One of the first steps I took in compiling my interview data was to categorize my participants 

into five cohorts.  Unlike the other demographic categories (e.g. gender, age, racial/ethnic 

identity), which the participants supplied themselves, I assigned cohorts to my participants 

based on the conversations I had with them.  The largest cohort among my study 

participants was Resident (Paha Sapa), while the least represented were Resident 

(Vermillion).  Cohorts and their respective sample sizes are included in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1: Cohorts of my study and their respective sample sizes 

Participant Cohort Sample Size 

Resident (Paha Sapa) 18 

Resident (Vermillion) 3 

Student in Residence 6 

Seasonal Worker 11 

Visitor/Tourist 7 
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3.3.4.2. Gender and Age 

I interviewed 21 individuals who identified as female, 24 who identified as male, and none 

who identified as other genders.  I interviewed people of ages ranging from 19 (“Lauren”) to 

91 (“Grace”), and average participant age was 48 years.  I organized participants into seven 

age groups for clarity (Table 3.2).  

Table 3.2: Age groups of my study participants and their respective sample sizes 

Age Group (years) Sample Size 

19 – 29  12 

30 – 39  11 

40 – 49 3 

50 – 59  5 

60 – 69  9 

70 – 79 3 

80 + 2 

3.3.4.3. Highest Level of Education 

After performing 7 interviews, I added a field for Highest Level of Education on the 

participant information slips.  The education distribution of the remaining 38 participants is 

included in Table 3.3, and ranges from “Some High School” to “PhD”.  If a participant was a 

student currently enrolled in a course, I classified them as if they had completed it. To gauge 

the average highest level of education, I assigned a score to each level (“1” for “Some High 

School” to “8” for PhD).  I multiplied each score by the number of individuals who gave that 

response, added up all the products, and divided by the number of participants.  By this 

metric, the average level of education was 4.44, or between “Some Undergraduate” and 

“Associates”. 
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Table 3.3:  Education levels of my study participants and their respective sample sizes 

Highest Level of Education Sample Size 

Some High School  1 

High School / GED 6 

Some Undergraduate 6 

Associates 1 

Bachelors 17 

Some Postgraduate 1 

Master’s 5 

PhD 1 

3.3.4.4. Racial/Ethnic Identity 

One of the fields on my quarter-page slips prompted participants to provide the race or 

ethnicity with which they identified.  A large majority (35) of my interview participants 

identified as “White” or “Caucasian”.  Other responses included “Lakota” (2), “Black” (2 

African American, 1 Jamaican), “Pacific Islander” (1), “Asian American” (1), “Mexican” (1), 

“White/Native American” (1), and “Mixed Race” (1). 

In presenting this information, I feel I must emphasize that “race” is a social construct that 

has had, and continues to have, a profound impact on society (Jablonski & Chaplin, 2000; 

Persistence of Race, 2020).  When the human genome was first mapped in the year 2000, its 

finding that people were alarmingly similar to each other (as well as to other forms of life on 

this planet) invalidated any scientific basis of “race” (and anthropocentrism).  However, 

there was little doubt following this discovery that widespread understandings of phenotypic 

differences would persist (McCann-Mortimer, Augoustinos, & LeCouteur, 2004), and race 

indeed continues to be omnipresent in society.  In the United States of America in particular, 

people in power (including, but not limited to, the Trump Administration) perpetually divide 

citizens on the basis of skin color and place of ancestral origin, and this profoundly impacts 

nearly all aspects of life in the nation (Fouka, Mazumder, & Tabellini, 2020; Pirtle, 2020).  For 

this reason, I feel fortunate to have connected with some people of color in Paha Sapa at 
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this contentious time, even if ethnic representation among my interview participants was 

not as inclusive as I had initially hoped. 

3.3.4.5. Reflections on Demographic Information 

While demographic information on participants is useful for understanding the 

characteristics of this project’s dataset, I ultimately decided not to analyze it further or to 

explicitly compare participants on the basis of these categories.  The reason for this decision 

was that my objective was to gain some understanding of the broader perspectives and 

narratives that act upon Paha Sapa’s contemporary culture.  Contrasting people 

demographically would not only draw attention away from this aim but could also 

encourage generalization and stereotyping.  That said, some groups of people were 

underrepresented (e.g. non-white people) and others were not represented at all (e.g. 

people of genders other than female and male) in my dataset.  Because of the inherent 

limitations of my participant pool, there are undoubtedly perspectives and philosophies 

influencing the region that my findings do not encompass.  While the participants in this 

study demonstrated a broad range of perspectives, I hope to continually expand my 

understanding of life in Paha Sapa to incorporate an even greater diversity of narratives and 

experiences in the future.  For a full breakdown of all participant demographics covered in 

this section and length of each interview, see Appendix E. 

3.4. Transcription and Data Processing 

3.4.1. Transcription and Theme Identification 

As I performed my interviews and following my return to Aotearoa in early November of 

2018, I transcribed my interviews from audio recordings to text.  I first used the software 

program Audacity (2020) to reduce background noise, and the Olympus DSS Player Pro 

transcription module (2020) to enable foot-pedal control of playback speed.  Though the 

transcription process was slow, tedious, and even gruelling at times, I can see the beauty in 

it looking back.  Listening to the recording instantly transported me back to the place and 

time where the interview occurred, in the same manner that music often does.  While I 

stared at my computer in Aotearoa and my body sat motionless in my office chair, my mind 

and spirit were back in Paha Sapa a year-or-so before, in an engaging discussion with a 
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person who I remember so well.  Through transcription, I was able to relive my journey and 

re-encounter the individuals I met along the way, and this enabled me to develop a stronger 

connection to the people and place than I would have had otherwise.  Based on this 

experience, transcribing one’s own interviews is something I strongly recommend that all 

PhD students and researchers do if they are able. 

As I transcribed my interviews, I identified recurring themes within which participants had 

expressed interesting sentiments.  Some of these I noticed before transcription, while others 

did not become apparent until the transcription process.  As a preliminary measure, I 

highlighted exchanges I saw as relevant to my research questions – using different colors to 

represent different themes – and documented the location of each exchange (pseudonym, 

page number) in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.  I chose to highlight exchanges rather than 

isolated quotes, as I believed it was more transparent and informative to elucidate the 

conversational context within which certain quotes arose.  Then, I zoomed out from this 

“raw” data and identify a story that would link several seemingly disparate themes together 

in a coherent and relatively concise format.  It was at this stage that I employed literature on 

culture and the Cultures Framework to distil my themes, and processed my data using 

specialized software. This process of reflexive decision making based upon the overall 

themes the researcher identifies is known as triangulation and is described as important in 

establishing trust and transparency in qualitative research (Decrop, 2004). 

3.4.2. Data Processing in NVivo 12 – Nodes and Matrix Coding 

3.4.2.1. Introduction to NVivo 12 

As I searched for a way to make sense of a daunting dataset, I became familiar with the 

software package NVivo 12.  NVivo is designed for the processing of qualitative data, and has 

a range of tools available for filtering, organizing, and querying datasets.  In the paragraphs 

to follow, I refer to some of the features from NVivo I used in processing my data.  Table 3.4 

summarizes the purposes these features served for my research. 
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Table 3.4:  NVivo Terminology and summary of use in this research 

NVivo 12 Terminology Summary of Purpose 

Cases and Case Classifications 
Cases are interview participants, and Case 
Classifications are demographic data (e.g. 
gender, age, level of education) 

Nodes 
Nodes are the categories in which 
exchanges were placed (themes).  In this 
research, they are subcategories of culture. 

Matrix Coding 
Matrix Coding identifies relationships 
between nodes.  I used it in this research to 
illustrate cultural connectivity. 

 
3.4.2.2. Cases and Coding Exchanges to Nodes 

First, I imported each transcribed interview from MS Word to NVivo, creating a separate file 

in NVivo for each participant’s pseudonym.  I input the demographic information of my 

participants (from quarter-page slips) into NVivo, treating each participant as a Case, and 

demographic data as Case Classifications. I then filtered my exchanges from the MS Excel 

spreadsheet to those I believed were most relevant to my research and highlighted them 

within the NVivo Files.    I created a series of Nodes, or categories into which exchanges 

could be classified.  As this step was performed concurrently with researching the history of 

Paha Sapa, I designed nodes to reflect timeless aspects of culture. Ultimately, I arrived upon 

three subcategories within each of the Cultures Framework’s pillars of Norms, Material 

Culture and Practices, and set those as my Nodes (Table 3.5).    

Table 3.5: Subcategories of Norms, Material Culture, and Practices analyzed and compared 
between the distinct cultures of Paha Sapa. 

Norms Material Culture Practices 

Environmental Philosophy Resource Use Transportation 

Legends, Folklore, Worship Accommodation Environmental Treatment 

Cultural Inclusivity Material Fulfillment Recreation 

 

There were also a series of exchanges in which participants noted the occurrence of cultural 

change in Paha Sapa either between historical cultures, within contemporary culture over 
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time, or even between seasons of a given year.  I created a node for “Observation of Cultural 

Change” separate from Norms, Material Culture, and Practices, and created three sub-nodes 

within it.  I then opened each interview File and dragged-and-dropped my filtered exchanges 

into to the Node(s) in which they best fit (Figure 3.6).  I classified several exchanges into 

multiple nodes using this method. 

 

Figure 3.6: Nodes and sub-nodes created in NVivo 12 for the categorization of exchanges.  
“Files” indicates how many of my 45 interviews featured in each node, and “References” 
indicates how many exchanges were classified into each node. 

3.4.2.3. Matrix Coding and Data Visualization 

Coding was deductive in the sense that I would classify quotes into the categories of the 

Cultures Framework (norms, material culture, and practices), and inductive in the sense that 

I independently formulated categories within each of these based on the specific insights 

from my research. As I would often classify single exchanges into multiple nodes, this 

created a fair degree of overlap within my dataset.  I was interested in exploring exactly 

where this overlap occurred, as it would allow me to explore connectivity and strength of 

connection between subcategories of culture within the Cultures Framework.  In NVivo, the 

feature of Matrix Coding is designed to elucidate shared references (in my case, exchanges) 
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between nodes.  I ran a Matrix Coding Query and specified the nine subcategories of culture 

(Table 3.5) for the program to compare.  The result was a large table (matrix) that showed 

the number of exchanges shared between each subcategory (Appendix F).  While this was 

the information in which I was interested, it did not intuitively portray the relative strength 

of connections between aspects of culture in my dataset.   

In researching matrix-based data representation, I learned about chord diagrams as models 

to visualize statistical overlap.  Since their formulation in mathematical models (Flajolet & 

Noy, 2000; Stoimenow, 1998), chord diagrams have been applied in social research to 

illustrate quantitative phenomena such as social network connections (Jalali, 2016), traffic 

congestion (Zuo, Ding, Gartner, & Jendryke, 2018), and blind-spots within systems of 

recommendation (Tintarev, Rostami, & Smyth, 2018).  However, as far as I am aware, 

researchers have not yet employed them to illustrate connections inherent in interview 

data.  There are various software packages and online tools that can generate chord 

diagrams, and I found those on the Flourish® data visualization website (Flourish, 2020) to 

be easiest to use.  I input the matrix generated in NVivo into Flourish and specified the name 

of each cultural subcategory and their respective colors for the arcs on the edge of the 

diagram.  The result is a complex web in which the thickness of strands represents the 

relative number of exchanges shared between cultural subcategories, and this is presented 

in Chapter 5. 

3.4.3. Limitations of Interview Analysis Software 

Throughout the interview analysis process, I found NVivo 12 and Flourish to be incredibly 

useful tools for distilling and communicating data from my interviews.   Provided the 

accessibility and wide range of functionality offered by NVivo and similar programs, it is no 

wonder they feature nearly ubiquitously in social science research publications.  As perhaps 

an adverse consequence to this widespread uptake, reviewers often erroneously perceive 

such programs to be suitable for all projects, and consciously or subconsciously make 

assumptions and judgments of researchers and projects that do not explicitly endorse their 

use (a tendency critiqued by Auld et al., 2007).  In light of what is becoming an increasingly 

entrenched expectation, I feel it is important that I not only highlight what programs such as 

NVivo can do (as illustrated in the previous subsections of Section 3.4), but also address the 

limits of their utility. 
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In my experience, there exists no substitute for listening to interviews, transcribing them 

manually, and intimately reflecting upon the study and interactions with interviewees in the 

process.  NVivo streamlined this process and made organization of data more intuitive, but it 

could have been achieved (albeit more laboriously) using a printer, a pair of scissors, a pack 

of sticky notes, and maybe some string and thumbtacks to tie exchanges together.  There are 

various other functions and tools within NVivo that I elected not to use, a few notable 

examples being sophisticated word and phrase search algorithms (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013, 

p. 115), coding for positive and negative sentiment (Saura, Palos-Sanchez, & Grilo, 2019), 

and analyzing connectivity using crosstabs (Joseph, 2011).  While these features 

demonstrate the capacity of the software and are undoubtedly useful for certain projects, I 

found that, for the specific story I intended to tell, nodes and matrix coding in NVivo, and a 

chord diagram created with Flourish were sufficient.   

Perhaps one day, qualitative analysis software will evolve to the point that researchers need 

only upload a recording, and advanced AI will transcribe, analyze, and report themes and key 

findings back to them.  That day is not here yet, but if and when it comes, a range of ethical 

questions will arise regarding the fundamental nature of research as a practice.  As the 

literature in Section 3.2 illustrates, research is often as much, if not more, about the process 

than the result, and entire fields of social science (e.g. ethnography, autoethnography) are 

based upon the foundations of researcher positionality and interaction with participants (C. 

Ellis et al., 2011).  The question arises – In the absence of process and researcher identity, 

can results ever be trusted?  In any case, qualitative analysis tools are presently nothing 

more than a means to an end, and the agency for understanding and communicating data 

still lies with the researcher.   

3.5. Historical and Contemporary Cultural Analysis 

3.5.1. Cultural Analysis: Introduction 

As I transcribed and coded my interviews, I considered potential ways to convey and analyze 

the history of Paha Sapa in a fashion that positioned contemporary culture as one snapshot 

of a larger and more complex story.  It was at this point that I decided to design my thesis as 

a narrative of Paha Sapa’s past, present, and future, interlaid with analysis of culture at 

various key stages.  The purpose of this section is to describe the methods I used to write 
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each of the subsequent chapters, and how those methods differ from conventional 

approaches to environmental history and culture.  Each subsequent subsection of Section 

3.5 corresponds to one of my research questions, and together they serve as a roadmap for 

chapters 4 through 7.  To restate from Chapter 1, my research questions were as follows: 

Question 1: How have humans interacted with their surroundings and each other 

throughout Paha Sapa’s history, and what/who were the significant events and 

actors to profoundly influence culture and cultural change? 

Question 2:  What are the aspects of culture that presently define human beings’ 

relationship with Paha Sapa’s environment and history? 

Question 3: (a) What are the fundamental characteristics of Paha Sapa’s cultural 

legacy, and (b) what are the potential directions for the region’s future? 

3.5.2. Applying the Cultures Framework to Environmental History (Chapter 4) 

Approaching my first research question, and the first stage of my cultural analysis, involved 

exploring Paha Sapa’s past and the various ways human beings have perceived and 

interacted with its environment over time.  For this purpose, drawing from literature in the 

fields of archaeology and environmental history was especially useful, as it enabled me to 

both reflect upon what is published of the region’s historical legacy and to advocate for 

ecocentrism and social inclusion.  I wanted my account of Paha Sapa’s history to appeal both 

to those familiar with the region and those who are not.  In this section, I describe the 

specific approach I took to approaching the historical cultures of Paha Sapa, guided by 

insights from the field of environmental history and empirical applications of the Cultures 

Framework. 

In 1988, Donald Worster edited The Ends of the Earth: Perspectives on modern 

environmental history, a compilation of several reflective pieces commenting on the growing 

field of environmental history.  In the afterword, entitled Doing Environmental History, 

Worster provides a nuanced perspective on the field’s methodologies, and specifies three 

main foci that environmental historians should incorporate in their narratives (Worster, 

1988, pp. 289-308).  The first of these is “nature itself”, which includes physical elements of 

environments and all life forms including but not limited to humans.  For this aspect of 
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environmental history, Worster notes, a grasp of the natural sciences, most notably ecology 

and geology, are especially useful.  The second focus is the specific manner in which human 

beings interact with the environment, and the effect that human resource use has on the 

rest of nature.  Third and finally, Worster emphasizes that environmental history studies 

cannot ignore the manner in which “perceptions, ethics, laws, myths, and other structures of 

meaning become part of an individual or group’s dialogue with nature” (Worster, 1988, p. 

293).  In other words, no account of environmental history is complete without an 

exploration of the intangible and yet impactful realm of environmental philosophy.   

In Chapter 2, I described how my research applies the Cultures Framework in a novel context 

to explore the environmental history of Paha Sapa.  The Framework appealed to me because 

its pillars of norms, material culture, and practices were timeless in nature, and because it 

had empirically been utilized to promote ecocentric and sustainable outcomes.  However, it 

had not yet been applied to explore historical cultures, and I wanted to utilize it in a way that 

augmented environmental history’s focus on humans’ physical and metaphysical 

interactions with nature.  I also desired to incorporate environmental history’s trivalent 

focus on the environment itself, human interactions with the environment, and human 

perception of nature.  The result of my deliberations on how to both recount and analyze 

history and culture in the region is first presented in “Chapter 4 – Historical Cultures of Paha 

Sapa”.   

In Chapter 4, I draw from archaeological and historical literature to tell the story of the 

human history of Paha Sapa, from its first-known human inhabitants in the late Pleistocene 

Epoch to present day.  Within this time frame, I present three distinct cultural periods that 

have existed – the “Sacred Landscape”, the “Frontier Settlement”, and the “Tourism & 

Recreational Area” and two transformative periods that I suggest triggered cultural change – 

“19th-Century Westward Expansion” and “Early Tourism Development”.  Figure 3.7 depicts 

each of these cultural and transformative periods, and I use modified versions of this figure 

throughout Chapter 4 to introduce each section.  I employ the Cultures Framework to 

analyze the norms, material culture, and practices of the Sacred Landscape and Frontier 

Settlement, yet I defer discussion and analysis of the contemporary Tourism & Recreational 

Area to Chapter 5. 
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Figure 3.7: Cultures of Paha Sapa, and transitional events between cultures.  Each of the 
sections of Chapter 4 is dedicated to one stage in this process.   

3.5.3. An Interpretive Approach to Contemporary Culture (Chapter 5) 

Approaching my second research question involved employing the Cultures Framework and 

data from my interviews to investigate contemporary culture in Paha Sapa.  I begin Chapter 

5 – “Contemporary Culture of Paha Sapa” by reviewing literature on modern life in the 

region in a similar fashion to my presentations of the histories of the Sacred Landscape and 

Frontier Settlement in Chapter 4.  However, in later sections, I diverge from the literature to 

present qualitative data from interviews, and analyze the norms, material culture and 

practices highlighted by key exchanges (Figure 3.8).  My analysis of contemporary culture is 

interwoven with commentary on competing interests and agendas at play in Paha Sapa, and 

I conclude this analysis by highlighting the broader realities and externalities that my 

exchanges with participants elucidate. 
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Figure 3.8: Subcategories of Norms, Material Culture, and Practices of the contemporary 
Tourism & Recreational Area of Paha Sapa – analyzed in Chapter 5 using data from 
interviews. 

My intention in analyzing contemporary culture in Chapter 5 was not to remain neutral on 

the various elements of culture that presently define life in Paha Sapa, nor on the interests 

that promote various agendas.  The approach I took to these matters could be described as 

antipositivist or interpretivist (Giedymin, 1975; Macionis, 2017, p. 32), and is guided by the 

various studies on researcher self-reflection I present in Section 3.2 (e.g., England, 1994; 

Mills, 1959).  In my view, presenting an air of “objectivity” would be dishonest, as I would be 

portraying myself as emotionless and omniscient, which, for better or worse, I am not either.  

Such an approach would also be immoral, as it would equate the promotion of 

environmental and human compassion with the perpetuation of ecocide and social injustice.  

I have attempted to approach contemporary culture with compassion for the interview 

participants with whom I disagree, and to understand how certain views may have arisen 

from an individual’s unique perspective.  However, my approach to larger ideals and their 

societal and environmental implications is unapologetically advocative, as I believe it must 

be if I desire to sleep at night. 

3.5.4. Cultural Comparisons and Future Projections (Chapters 6 and 7) 

Addressing my third and final research question involved (a) linking the story of Paha Sapa’s 

past with its present and to (b) advising upon specific intervention strategies to achieve a 
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more sustainable and equitable future.  I begin Chapter 6 – “Comparative Analysis and 

Discussion” by reflecting upon the foundational elements of each of the three cultural 

periods (“Sacred Landscape”, “Frontier Settlement”, and “Tourism and Recreational Area”).  

In Section 6.2, I communicate similarities and differences between cultural periods using a 

recurring Venn Diagram (Figure 3.9) and analyse each overlapping segment of this diagram 

in depth.  In Section 6.3, I describe the culturally significant events that have taken place 

since I left Paha Sapa, and how these highlight the interests and agendas presented in 

Chapter 5 and foreshadow a bleak future in the region if immediate action toward social and 

environmental justice is not taken. 

 

Figure 3.9: Venn Diagram illustrating the similarities and differences between the three 
cultural periods presented in this thesis.  The subsections of Section 6.2 each focus on a 
specific region of overlap in this figure. 

I have dedicated Chapter 7 to Paha Sapa’s future, and to the actions that I believe are 

necessary to change the region’s current course.  In Section 7.1, I provide a summary of what 

this study has achieved and discuss how each chapter has aimed to address the fundamental 

research questions first presented in Chapter 1.  In Section 7.2, I present two potential 

scenarios for Paha Sapa’s future as culture in the region continues to transform.  This is 

framed as a veritable crossroads, with paths ahead leading to distinct cultural “destinations” 

– one desirable and the other to be averted.  Finally, in Section 7.3, I conclude the thesis by 

articulating my vision for Paha Sapa’s future and sharing the single most important lesson 

about humanity my experience of Paha Sapa has taught me
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4.1. Historical Cultures: Introduction 

I have dedicated this chapter to conveying and analyzing the story of Paha Sapa’s 

environmental history, from its earliest-known inhabitants in the late Pleistocene Epoch to 

the turn of the twenty-first century (Research Question 1). Within this broad time frame, I 

present and justify the existence of three distinct “cultural periods” – the “Sacred 

Landscape”, the “Frontier Settlement”, and the “Tourism & Recreational Area”, as well as 

two transformative periods of cultural change that have occurred between them.  Figure 4.1 

depicts each of these cultural and transformative periods, and I use modified versions of this 

figure to introduce each section. 

 

Figure 4.1:  Historical cultural periods of Paha Sapa, and transformative periods of change 
between them.  Each of the sections of Chapter 4 is dedicated to one stage in this process.   

For the first two of the three cultural periods presented (“Sacred Landscape” and “Frontier 

Settlement”) I draw from literature to detail the history and progression of each (in Sections 

4.2 and 4.4, respectively).  After recounting the history of each cultural period, I use the 

Cultures Framework to analyze each of the subcategories of norms, material culture and 

practices (Table 3.5).  Sections 4.3 and 4.5 are dedicated to describing the culturally 

transformative periods that have occurred in Paha Sapa’s past (“19th-Century Westward 

Expansion”, and “Early Tourism Development”), and I investigate how events in each of 

these transitional time periods were instrumental in precipitating rapid cultural change.  The 
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final section (Section 4.6) presents Paha Sapa’s most recent culture as a Tourism & 

Recreational Area.  This section details events and actors that have influenced culture in the 

region since 1946 – the date at which tourism became Paha Sapa’s primary industry.  

However, I defer in-depth presentation and analysis of contemporary norms, material 

culture, and practices to Chapter 5.   

This chapter covers a breadth of information, and I have included page breaks between 

sections for the purpose of clarity and to aid in navigation. I argue that a detailed and 

nuanced view of Paha Sapa’s history is necessary to understand present (and future) 

dynamics of culture and humans’ relationship with the natural environment. 
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4.2. The Sacred Landscape 

 

Figure 4.2:  The “Sacred Landscape”, the first of Paha Sapa’s cultural periods I analyze and 
discuss in this thesis. 

4.2.1. Sacred Landscape: Introduction 

Before I begin discussion and presentation of the Native history of Paha Sapa, I believe it is 

important for me to preface Section 4.2 with a series of considerations.  The human history 

of Paha Sapa prior to its settlement by the descendants of Europeans is vast and complex, 

and this time period could easily be the subject of an entire PhD in and of itself.  An untold 

number of nations and languages have existed in Paha Sapa over the millennia, and at least 

9 distinct ways of living have been documented in the area, as subsistence strategies shifted 

dramatically (L. Sundstrom, 2004).  Considering this extensive history, any claim that 

thousands of years of human habitation in the region could be encompassed by a single 

monolithic culture would be incredibly presumptuous, as well as categorically false.  I wish to 

emphasize that the peoples who have regarded Paha Sapa as a “Sacred Landscape” are not, 

and have not been, of one culture, but rather of a range of cultures and cultural traditions 

that differed in many ways from each other.  However, the stories and traditions transferred 

across cultures and languages point to an underlying shared environmental philosophy, at 

the core of which was a profound reverence for life and the earth, and a belief in the 

oneness of all things (L. Sundstrom, 1996, 2004).  This ecocentric philosophy and its 
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manifestations within norms, material culture, and practices effectively set the region’s 

Native cultures apart from the cultures and philosophies that have dominated Paha Sapa in 

the years since the mid-19th century. 

While researching the Sacred Landscape of Paha Sapa has been an incredible opportunity, 

and I am pleased to share and analyze what I have learned, I encourage you to delve deeper 

into the stories still prevalent in Native oral and artistic tradition.  Much of the information 

about the region’s Native history has not been published in the academic sphere, and this 

lack of representation has added a layer of challenge to writing about Paha Sapa’s dynamics 

prior to American settlement.  However, I have been fortunate to draw from the 

contributions of experts in this area who have laid the groundwork for cultural analysis, most 

notably from ethnohistorian and archaeological consultant Dr. Linea Sundstrom.  

Sundstrom’s contribution to thoughtful and inclusive anthropological study in Paha Sapa 

throughout her career has been invaluable to this thesis, and her various works are cited 

regularly throughout this chapter.  Without her efforts to present the complex history of the 

region, my analysis of the Sacred Landscape may not have been possible.  I have done my 

best to follow in the tradition of Sundstrom and others who have written of the people of 

Paha Sapa in a lucid and rigorous fashion, without romanticizing or essentializing their way 

of life.   

4.2.2. Sacred Landscape: Historical Review 

4.2.2.1. The Paleoindian Period (≈11,500 B.C.E. – 6,000 B.C.E.) 

While much of the human history of Paha Sapa is shrouded in mystery, archaeological 

evidence has provided some insight into the lives and livelihoods of the region’s earliest-

known human inhabitants.  The first peoples so-far confirmed by archaeological evidence to 

live on the American continents are commonly referred to as “Paleoindians” (Knudson, 

2002; Sellet, Donohue, & Hill, 2009; L. Sundstrom, 2004), and the origin of these first peoples 

is the subject of ongoing, often heated, debate and controversy  (Means, 2009; Neves, 

Powell, Prous, Ozolins, & Blum, 1999; Nicholas, 2016).  As understandings of early human 

migration are constantly evolving and being revisited (Ardelean et al., 2020; Becerra-Valdivia 

& Higham, 2020), I have elected to begin this historical review with what archaeological and 
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anecdotal evidence suggest about the about human custom and lifestyle specific to Paha 

Sapa and the surrounding Great Plains (without speculating on prior origins).  

In the immediate region surrounding Paha Sapa, archaeologists have uncovered evidence of 

Paleoindian cultures, and have carbon-dated Paleoindian samples from approximately 

11,500 B.C.E. to 7,500 B.C.E. (Markgraf & Lennon, 1986; Speth, 2017; L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 

9).  The names the Paleoindian peoples of the Great Plains used to identify themselves are 

unknown (or, at least, are unpublished) today, though differences in style and sophistication 

of stone tools provide conclusive evidence that at least four distinct life-ways existed in the 

region during this ≈3,500-year time span (L. Sundstrom, 2004).  Archaeologists refer to these 

life-ways as “archaeological complexes” or “cultures”, using the arbitrary names of Clovis, 

Goshen, Folsom, and Plano (L. Sundstrom, 2004, pp. 9-12).  It remains unclear whether these 

complexes represent separate tribes or groups moving through the region, or whether the 

descendants of earlier complexes gradually adopted differing cultural traditions.  Likely both 

scenarios are true to some extent, yet substantial overlap in the date ranges of Paleoindian 

complexes suggests that shifts of culture and practice in the region were far from unilinear 

(Sellet et al., 2009).  

The earliest-known peoples to inhabit the area surrounding Paha Sapa were of the Clovis 

cultural tradition, a complex that existed from the Late (or Upper) Pleistocene Epoch to the 

early Holocene (≈11,500 to ≈10,500 B.C.E.; L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 9; Waters & Stafford, 

2007).  The Clovis culture was wide-ranging, and traces of Clovis hunting technology (spear, 

knife, and dart points) near Paha Sapa and elsewhere suggest that they migrated throughout 

the continent presently known as North America over a relatively short time span of 200 

years (Peck, 2010, p. 25; Waters & Stafford, 2007).  While no Clovis sites have been found 

within Paha Sapa, sites indicating their presence have been uncovered in the immediate 

vicinity of the range.  These sites include a wooly mammoth kill site in the White River 

Badlands east of Paha Sapa (Lange-Ferguson site; Roper & Wygal, 2002), a collection of 

points in the Powder River Basin to the west (Carter/Kerr-McGee Site; Frison, 1984; Reider, 

1980), and the Sheaman and Agate Basin sites to the southwest (Haynes Jr, Kornfeld, & 

Frison, 2004).  While the archaeological consensus holds that the Clovis were a nomadic 

people who traveled vast distances in the pursuit of large game such as mammoths, giant 

and ancient bison, and Camelops, they have deduced very little about aspects of Clovis life 
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such as shelter, dress, communication, and worship (Peck, 2010, p. 24; L. Sundstrom, 2004, 

p. 9).  The lone hint into Clovis’ lifestyle is a partial skeleton of a small child found in present-

day Montana, the only Clovis skeletal material uncovered to date (French, 2018).  The child’s 

body was coated in red ochre and surrounded by stone tools, hinting at a degree of 

ceremony and reverence for the deceased (Owsley & Hunt, 2001; L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 9). 

Chronologically, the next peoples to occupy the region surrounding Paha Sapa were 

represented by the Goshen archaeological complex (L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 9).  Like the 

Clovis, the Goshen were nomadic big-game hunters, and similar hunting technologies and 

date overlap have led archaeologists to hypothesize that the Goshen culture was a direct 

offshoot of the Clovis (Frison, 1993; Nicholson, 2011, p. 18) .  However, unlike the Clovis, 

there is direct evidence for Goshen people having resided within or travelled through the 

range of Paha Sapa.  In 2009, archaeologists Sellet, Donahue, and Hill published their 

investigations of the Jim Pitts archaeological site in Western Paha Sapa, which contained 

seven different point styles from a range of Paleoindian cultures.  The oldest among the 

samples collected were Goshen points dated to just over ten-thousand years before present, 

and the authors hypothesized that the site was used for camping in late winter and early 

autumn in the foothills (Sellet et al., 2009).  As in the case of the Clovis, very little is known 

about the Goshen apart from geographical range and hunting technologies (Peck, 2010, p. 

37). 

The Paleoindian archaeological complexes of Folsom and Plano endured longer than Goshen 

or Clovis in the archaeological record, and evidence of these cultures has been dated from 

11,000 – 9,500 B.C.E. and 11,500 – 6,000 B.C.E., respectively (L. Sundstrom, 2004, pp. 11-12).  

Archaeologists have unearthed substantial evidence of Folsom and Plano presence in Paha 

Sapa, sometimes occurring in shallower layers of sites containing traces of Clovis and/or 

Goshen (Frison & Stanford, 1982; Hofman & Ingbar, 1988; L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 11), and 

within at least two sites independent of older complexes (Sellet et al., 2009).  Figure 4.3 

depicts the locations of all the major archaeological sites within and immediately 

surrounding Paha Sapa at which evidence of Paleoindian presence has been uncovered.  

Isolated points from the Folsom and Plano cultures have also been located within the 

interior of the range, suggesting that utilization of resources within the range of Paha Sapa’s 

increased over time in the Paleoindian period.  Some of the major sites in Figure 4.3 (e.g. Jim 
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Pitts Site, Agate Basin Site) also included evidence of more recent cultural traditions (Sellet 

et al., 2009; L. Sundstrom, 2004, pp. 9-11) not represented in this figure but discussed in the 

following subsection and depicted in Figures 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6. 

 

Figure 4.3:  Map of major Paleoindian excavations within and surrounding Paha Sapa.  While 
most major sites are outside of the range, substantial evidence of Folsom and Plano 
presence has been found within the interior of Paha Sapa.  Figure created with data from:  
Hofman and Ingbar (1988); Sellet et al. (2009); L. Sundstrom (2004). 

While much remains unpublished regarding Folsom or Plano cultural intricacies, the 

available archaeological evidence has revealed substantial shifts in subsistence practices.  As 

the Pleistocene Epoch reached its end and mammoths and Camelops went extinct, more 

diverse use of plant and animal products in the region became essential.  This adaptation is 

reflected in late-Paleoindian hunting technologies, which included fluted spear and dart 

points made from rabbit, wolf, and pronghorn antelope bones (Frison & Stanford, 1982) and 

game-hunting nets for ensnaring smaller animals such as deer and mountain sheep (L. 

Sundstrom, 2004, p. 51).  The people of the Plano cultural tradition were likely the first in 

the area to explore a wider range of plant products within Paha Sapa, and to use natural 

features as “buffalo jumps”  (whereby hunters killed bison by herding them off small cliffs; L. 

Sundstrom, 2004, p. 12).  The Plano likely witnessed the final glacial retreat of the Last 

Glacial Maximum (“Ice Age”), believed to have occurred around 6,000 B.C.E. (L. Sundstrom, 

2004, p. 13).  This event brought about the more “modern” climatic conditions of the 
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Holocene, and in the current archaeological consensus, it marks the end of the Paleoindian 

Period (Meltzer & Holliday, 2010; L. Sundstrom, 2004). 

4.2.2.2. The Archaic Period (6,000 B.C.E. – 500 C.E.) 

The Archaic Period followed the Paleoindian Period and spanned over six millennia to the 

start of the Current Era.  This time frame was so vast and diverse that it is generally divided 

into three stages: The Early Archaic, The Middle Archaic, and The Late Archaic (Kornfeld & 

Larson, 2008; Meltzer, 1999).  While archaeological evidence from the Paleoindian period 

throughout the North American Continent reveals little apart from hunting practices and 

migration patterns, the artifacts, carvings, and paintings dating back to the Archaic Period 

offer many clues into nuanced elements of culture and daily life.  In Paha Sapa, the Archaic 

Period heralded comprehensive use of the range in addition to the surrounding plains, and 

definitive emergence of the region’s status as a Sacred Landscape.  In this section, I review 

the insights that archaeological evidence has provided into elements of Native life at each 

stage of the Archaic Period, including subsistence, migration, culture, and philosophy.  

The Early Archaic Period spanned from 6,000 B.C.E. to 3,000 B.C.E. and was a time of 

extreme environmental change in Paha Sapa and the surrounding region.  As glaciers 

retreated, temperatures rose, and precipitation decreased.  Prolonged drought across the 

North American Plains brought about more variation between seasons, and more 

inconsistent availability of the resources that supported a range of life forms (Meltzer, 

1999).  The giant bison (Bison latifrons) and ancient bison (B. antiquus) of the Paleoindian 

period were relatively sedentary, and not well-suited to survival in a changing environment 

that required regular long-distance migration.   Giant bison went extinct in the Late 

Pleistocene, and ancient bison selected for smaller, more mobile, forms, ultimately evolving 

into B. occidentalis, then to American bison (B. bison; Lott, 2002; M. C. Wilson, Hills, & 

Shapiro, 2008).  The flora of the plains also faced adversity in this time, and plants that 

ripened at certain times of year adapted more successfully and became more prevalent 

(Yansa, 2007). 

The climatic and ecological shifts of the Early Archaic Period also posed unprecedented 

challenges to the human population of the Great Plains.  Scarcity of water led to the 

development of the first wells in the continent now known as North America, and decline in 



CHAPTER 4: HISTORICAL CULTURES OF PAHA SAPA  80 
 

bison populations encouraged a shift toward more plant-based diets (Meltzer, 1999; Yansa, 

2007).  Human populations were fundamentally torn between two very different survival 

strategies.  On one hand, there was pressure to live more nomadic lives in pursuit of 

increasingly migratory and less abundant herds of bison.  However, remaining localized and 

developing an intimate and specialized knowledge of a specific territory could be essential to 

survival (L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 13).  Throughout the Plains in the Early Archaic, people 

ventured into higher-altitude areas with forest cover in search of small game and plant 

resources (Meltzer, 1999), and this trend is evident in the interior of Paha Sapa (L. 

Sundstrom, 2004, p. 13).  However, archaeologists have found fewer Early Archaic sites than 

Paleoindian sites in the Great Plains as a whole, and it is unclear whether this can be 

primarily attributed to a decrease in population, a degradation of evidence due to rapidly 

changing climatic conditions, or to both (Meltzer, 1999; L. Sundstrom, 2004).  Figure 4.4 

depicts some of the most notable Early Archaic sites in the vicinity of Paha Sapa. 

 

Figure 4.4: Map of the major Early Archaic sites within and immediately surrounding Paha 
Sapa.  This evidence supports the hypothesis that humans utilized the resources of the range 
more in the Early Archaic Period than in the Paleoindian Period.  Figure created with 
information from: J. T. Abbott (1997), Frison, Wilson, and Wilson (1976), J. E. Martin et al. 
(1993), and L. Sundstrom et al. (2008). 

As the archaeological evidence from the Early Archaic Period is relatively limited, we can 

deduce little today about the culture and beliefs of the people of the time.  However, the 

rock art found throughout Paha Sapa provides some insight into their legends and beliefs.  
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The oldest rock art found to date in Paha Sapa is of the Pecked Realistic style, a method in 

which artists used a stone hammer or hammer and chisel to carve shapes into cave walls or 

cliff faces (L. Sundstrom, 2004, pp. 48-50)  While the dating methods of these Pecked 

Realistic carvings are far from precise and are still undergoing review, the oldest among 

them are suggested to date back to the late Paleoindian and Early Archaic Periods (L. 

Sundstrom, 2004, p. 51).  Several of these ancient carvings depict humans physically 

transforming into animals, plants, or landforms, thus providing the first evidence of 

transformation stories in the region.  In many transformation anecdotes, the subject of 

transformation would adopt not only the physical form of another being or object, but also 

aspects of its character (e.g. the ferocity of a bear or the keenness of a hawk; Pijoan, 2005).  

While transformation stories may date back as far as the late Pleistocene, the genre has 

endured in the folklore of Native cultures in Paha Sapa and elsewhere for thousands of years 

(Parks, 1991, p. 179; L. Sundstrom, 1996; 2004, pp. 60-63). 

While the Early Archaic Period was a time of great adversity for plants and animals in Paha 

Sapa and the surrounding region, The Middle Archaic Period (3,000 B.C.E. to 500 B.C.E.) 

ushered in an age of opportunity.  The turbulent climatic changes of the late Paleoindian and 

Early Archaic Periods had settled (Munoz, Gajewski, & Peros, 2010), and moister and cooler 

conditions facilitated the spread of plains grasses (L. Sundstrom, Boen, Keller, & Abbott, 

2002).  Bison populations, now comprised of individuals more adapted to long-distance 

migration and with more grass to forage, began to recover from the losses they sustained at 

the end of the Pleistocene (Wishart, 2004, p. 564).  Plants that ripened in certain seasons 

and thrived in higher altitudes had also become well-established, and this increased the 

range of food sources available in different environments (L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 14).  These 

biological and environmental factors amounted to a dramatic increase in biomass and 

ecological diversity (Forbis, 1992, p. 50) 

The human populations of Paha Sapa also thrived in the rich environment of the Middle 

Archaic.  The bison of the plains were again a primary food source, but people also 

continued to apply lessons they learned in the Early Archaic surrounding smaller-game 

hunting and gathering of seasonal fruit and seedy plants.  They also developed sophisticated 

means of food preservation, including the production of pemmican – a mixture of berries 

and dried meat stored in fat (L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 14).  Hide tipis were likely the primary 
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lodgings during warm seasons, yet there is evidence to suggest that pit houses provided 

shelter in colder months and at higher elevations (Wishart, 2004, p. 564).  Favorable 

conditions and diversification of strategies of subsistence and shelter in the Middle Archaic 

were conducive to considerable growth of the human population within and around Paha 

Sapa, and an abundance of prominent sites are evident in the archaeological record (Figure 

4.5). 

 

Figure 4.5: Prominent archaeological sites within and surrounding Paha Sapa dating back to 
the Middle Archaic Period.  Figure created with information from: Bugbee (2019), Hovde 
(1983), L. Sundstrom et al. (2002), L. Sundstrom (2004), and Tratebas (1998). 

The cultures of Paha Sapa in the Middle Archaic Period are of interest to anthropologists due 

to their seemingly unprecedented diversity.  Archaeologists have observed marked 

differences in style of stone tools, types of shelter, burial practices, and primary subsistence 

strategies evident at the various sites in Figure 4.5 (Keyser & Davis, 1984).  Based on this 

evidence, a consensus holds that plentiful resources in the region are suspected to have 

attracted and sustained human populations of distinct ethnic and language traditions (L. 

Sundstrom et al., 2002).  Multiple cultures within Paha Sapa in this period engaged in 

complex rituals as mainstays of their culture and funeral rites.  Some cultures began to 

practice “bundle” burials – a practice in which bodies were left on open-air platforms or in 

trees, then bones were gathered a year or two later and returned to the earth (Claassen, 

2015, p. 164; L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 15).   Bodies have also been found with red ochre, the 

turquoise stone amazonite, and turtle and mussel shells.  The significance of these items to 
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the people of Paha Sapa is yet unknown, though similar artifacts are known to represent 

water and the underworld in Native traditions elsewhere in the continent (L. Sundstrom, 

2004, p. 15). 

In the Late Archaic Period (500 B.C.E. to 500 C.E.), environmental changes again influenced 

lifestyle and culture in Paha Sapa.  Bison had adapted so well to the current climatic 

conditions that their populations grew exponentially (Kornfeld, Frison, & Larson, 2016, p. 

194), and this encouraged the region’s people to return to a more nomadic lifestyle with 

bison as the principal food source.  The people of the Besant cultural tradition (a Late 

Archaic archaeological complex) engaged in particularly well-coordinated communal bison 

hunts in which hunters used atlatls (prehistoric long-distance dart-throwing devices) to 

debilitate and isolate prey (Frison, 2004, p. 112; L. Sundstrom et al., 2002).  As a result of the 

shift back to plains migration and bison hunting, sites within the interior of Paha Sapa dating 

back to the Late Archaic are in less numerous in the archaeological record than those dating 

back to the Middle Archaic. However, small-game hunting and gathering did continue in the 

interior of Paha Sapa, particularly during autumn and winter (L. Sundstrom et al., 2002). 

Lifestyle and cultural changes throughout the continent in the final stages of the Late Archaic 

Period gave rise to a widespread archaeological complex known as the Plains Woodland 

cultural tradition, a life-way characterized by mound burial, gardening, stationary villages, 

and the production of ceramics for cooking and food/material storage (Gregg & Picha, 1989).  

While some Plains Woodland influences, most notably the use of pottery, have been 

documented within and around Paha Sapa, there exists no evidence of horticulture or 

stationary villages in the region at this time (L. Sundstrom et al., 2002).  Little has been 

published regarding Late Archaic beliefs, traditions, and practices, and this dearth of cultural 

commentary is likely due to the relative absence of archaeological findings dating back to 

the Period (Figure 4.6).  



CHAPTER 4: HISTORICAL CULTURES OF PAHA SAPA  84 
 

 

Figure 4.6: Prominent archaeological sites within and surrounding Paha Sapa from the Late 
Archaic Period.  Figure created with information from Bugbee (2019), L. Sundstrom et al. 
(2002), Tratebas (1998), and U.S. Department of the Interior (1999). 

The vast array of archaeological evidence within and surrounding Paha Sapa from the 6,500 

years of the Archaic Period overwhelmingly affirms that Native people made consistent, 

diverse use of the region.  While the extent to which Native peoples utilized the resources in 

the interior of Paha Sapa fluctuated throughout the Archaic Period, the range and 

surrounding plains were consistently important to their culture and livelihoods.  Figure 4.7 

depicts all the archaeological sites dating back to the Paleoindian and Early, Middle, and Late 

Archaic Periods.  Several sites contained artifacts from multiple periods, suggesting the 

locations’ sustained use over millennia (labelled by stars in Figure 4.7).  It is also worth 

noting that authors mentioned other Archaic Period sites in Paha Sapa (Bugbee, 2019; L. 

Sundstrom, 2004; L. Sundstrom et al., 2002), but I was unable to find information regarding 

the sites’ locations.  These were: The Buster Hill Site (Early Archaic), The Lissolo Cave Site 

(Middle Archaic), The Harbison Site (Middle Archaic), The Sidney Burial Site (Middle Archaic), 

and the Miner Rattlesnake Site (Late Archaic). 
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Figure 4.7: All major Paleoindian and Early, Middle, and Late Archaic archaeological sites in 
the vicinity of Paha Sapa.  Star-labelled sites contained artifacts and materials from multiple 
periods. 

4.2.2.3. Late Prehistoric and Protohistoric Periods (500 C.E. – 1877 C.E.) 

The end of the Archaic Period occurred around 500 C.E. with the advent of the bow-and-

arrow, a novel technology that revolutionized subsistence strategies on the Great Plains (L. 

Sundstrom et al., 2002; Wishart, 2004, p. 564).  This development marks the beginning of 

what archaeologists designate “The Late Prehistoric Period” (Frison, 2004, p. 140; L. 

Sundstrom, 2004, p. 11; Wishart, 2004, p. 564).  “Prehistoric”, by definition, refers to a time 

before events were documented in writing as they happened, so this term would apply 

broadly to Native history in the continent now known as North America from the 

Paleoindian Period to the 19th century (L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 11; L. Sundstrom et al., 2002).  

However, the Native people who lived within and around Paha Sapa during this time frame 

conferred an intimate understanding of life in the Sacred Landscape to their descendants 

through oral tradition and example (L. Sundstrom, 1996, 1997).  Much of what is known 

today about the life and culture of Native people who lived in Paha Sapa throughout the 

Current Era is drawn from the extensive knowledge and traditions transferred across 

cultures and generations (L. Sundstrom, 1996). 

In the early stages of the Late Prehistoric Period, the peoples of Paha Sapa and the 

surrounding region continued to rely heavily on bison, employing increasingly complex and 
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hunting strategies and technologies.  For example, the practice of driving bison off of cliffs 

was further refined with a higher degree of sophistication (L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 16).  

Despite their expertise in bison hunting, the people retained an intimate understanding of 

foraging techniques adopted in the Early and Middle Archaic in their repertoire, and they 

continued to utilize ceramics for material storage and transportation (L. Sundstrom et al., 

2002).  Bison hide tipis were the primary form of shelter, and these were designed for easy 

transportation across the plains in pursuit of bison herds (Tratebas, 1983).  Tribes constantly 

migrated to, from, and within the region, and as a result, the region retained a high degree 

of cultural diversity.  Archaeologists have found numerous projectile point styles with 

overlapping date ranges that serve as evidence for this trend (L. Sundstrom et al., 2002). 

Around the year 1000 C.E., along the waterway presently known as Missouri River near Paha 

Sapa, people began to adopt a life-way that archaeologists and anthropologists describe 

broadly as the “Plains Village” cultural tradition (Alex & Martin, 1993; Wishart, 2004, p. 574).  

In this region and elsewhere, Plains Village peoples built semi-permanent aggregations of 

hide tipis or earthlodges along major waterways, engaged in seasonal bison hunts, and 

cultivated maize as an agricultural crop (L. Sundstrom et al., 2002).  The time of the Plains 

Village peoples is also the first point at which different cultures in the region can be 

identified by their distinct tribal names, rather than by arbitrarily named complexes inferred 

from the archaeological record.   Among the known Plains Village nations to inhabit the 

region near Paha Sapa at this time were the Arikaras (a Tribe self-identified by the name 

Sahnish), the Mandans, and the Hidatsas (Wishart, 2004, pp. 564, 575).  The Mandans and 

Hidatsa languages are now categorized under the Lakota-Dakota-Nakota Language Group 

(Chafe, 2013, pp. 36-37), while the Arikara language falls under an entirely different 

category, the Caddoan Language Group (Chafe, 2013, p. 15).  Figure 4.8 is an 1832 painting 

of a Hidatsa Village by American artist George Catlin.  While this painting was inspired by the 

Hidatsa way of life in Catlin’s time, several staples of the Plains Village cultural tradition it 

depicted, including earthlodges situated near the river and canoes as a mode of 

transportation, had endured from the turn of the second millennium of the Current Era (L. 

Sundstrom et al., 2002). 
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Figure 4.8: Hidatsa Village, Earth-covered Lodges, on the Knife River, 1810 Miles above St. 
Louis, an 1832 oil-on-canvas painting by George Catlin (Smithsonian American Art Museum, 
2020). 

Myths and folklore of the first Plains Village peoples in the Paha Sapa region have survived to 

the present day, and have been transferred across several tribes and language groups (L. 

Sundstrom, 1996).  From these legends, a clear picture emerges of Paha Sapa’s status as a 

Sacred Landscape in that time and since.  Unfortunately, not much is widely known about 

the oral histories of the people who came before Plains Village Cultures, though rock 

carvings and paintings in the region suggest that similar themes were present in previous 

cultures (L. Sundstrom, 2004).  Of the three Plains Village cultures in the region at this time, 

the Arikaras and Mandans are known to have regarded Paha Sapa as a sacred place of power 

in their oral histories (Parks, 1991; L. Sundstrom, 1996, pp. 88, 594), though it is probable the 

Hidatsas did as well, provided their similarities in life-way and geographical range to the 

other tribes.   

Some of the geomorphic landforms of Paha Sapa were the subjects of extraordinary tales, 

and these stories provide considerable insight into the environmental philosophy embedded 

within Native culture around the turn of the second millennium of the Current Era.  In 

Mandan folklore, Bear Butte (Figure 4.9, A) was a place where ancestors of the Tribe sought 

high ground during a primordial flood, and were saved from the rising waters (Lynch, 2004, 

p. 12; Schukies, Hat, & Hat, 1993).  Bear Lodge, or Devil’s Tower as it is more commonly 

known today (Figure 4.9, B), was also regarded as a place of refuge, and is the subject of an 
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ancient Arikara transformation myth.  In the Arikara tale, a teenage girl transformed into a 

ferocious bear and began to pursue her four siblings.  The siblings ran until they were tired 

and pleaded to be saved from the bear.  The Great Spirit heard their prayer, and the flat 

stone upon which they stood was thrust upward into the sky.  The bear jumped to attack 

them, but they were out of her reach, and she left several claw marks along the side of the 

tower (explaining the landform’s stratified appearance).  The four children at the top were 

safe, the girl transformed back into a human, and the five siblings became the brightest stars 

of what is now known as the Pleiades Star Cluster (Parks, 1991, pp. 179-185). 

A. 

 

B. 

 

Figure 4.9: [A] Bear Butte and [B] Bear Lodge (Devil’s Tower), with American Bison in 
foreground.  Late Prehistoric Native peoples regarded both geological formations as sacred 
places of refuge in legend and folklore (Photos by Will Stovall). 
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The Kiowa-Apaches, an Athabaskan-speaking Tribe, lived in the region from at least 1300 

C.E.  Archaeological evidence suggests that the Kiowa Tribe lived in the region from at least 

around 1550 C.E (L. Sundstrom, 1996).   Both the Kiowas and Kiowa-Apaches speak different 

languages than the Hidatsas and Mandans, and different again from the Arikaras.  However, 

despite the Tribes’ inability to acutely understand each other in verbal communication, 

stories and legends were transferred across tribes and language groups in a phenomenon 

known as “cross-cultural transference” (L. Sundstrom, 1996).  One notable case of this is the 

presence of the Arikara Bear Lodge transformation myth within Kiowa culture.  Bear Butte 

and Bear Butte Lake were and are also sacred places to the Kiowas, though their legend 

differed from that of the Mandans (Meadows, 2010, p. 121).  In the Kiowa tradition, a giant 

bear had turned to stone and become the mountain.  The Bear Kidney Taime is a sacred 

stone in Kiowa Culture, and it was said to be the kidney of the giant bear and to harbor 

supernatural powers (L. Sundstrom, 1996). 

The Arapaho people lived in Paha Sapa from at least the mid-16th century, and the Cheyenne 

and Suhtai from at least the late 17th century.  The Comanche people also presumably lived 

in the region for less than a century during this time frame (L. Sundstrom, 1996).  At this 

time, it is estimated that the continent of North American contained between twenty-five 

and thirty million American bison (M. S. Taylor, 2011).  The Cheyenne and Suhtai often lived 

amongst each other, the Arapaho were allied with the two other Tribes, and each of the 

three nations speaks its own language.  However, their languages are grouped today under 

the Algonkian Language Group (L. Sundstrom, 1996), a different language group from any of 

the Tribes of Paha Sapa described previously in this thesis.  The Cheyenne and Arapaho both 

profoundly revere Bear Butte, and Cheyenne legend holds that it was a spirit lodge that 

housed the life force of animal spirits (Schlesier, 1987, p. 63).  The Cheyennes also share with 

the Arikara and Kiowa a version of the transformation myth surrounding Bear Lodge, though 

they called it Bear Peak, or in the Cheyenne Language, “Nakoevё”.  The Cheyenne hold other 

landforms in the Black Hills as part of their sacred geography, and some of these landmarks 

include Inyan Kara Mountain in northern Paha Sapa and the mountain they know as Ghost 

Owl Butte (now widely known as Black Elk Peak), the highest mountain in the range (L. 

Sundstrom, 1996).   
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The 18th century was a time of great territorial shift in Paha Sapa.  European American 

settlers were beginning to encroach upon territory to the east of Paha Sapa, and many tribes 

moved westward after being displaced.  Although there was no writing produced by the 

cultures of Paha Sapa, their existence was noted in the writings of Euro-American settlers at 

this time.  Therefore, the 18th century marks the end of the Prehistoric Period, and the start 

of a brief Protohistoric Period in the region (L. Sundstrom et al., 2002).   This period was also 

the first point at which Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota people are definitively evidenced to have 

lived in the region. While some historical accounts place the arrival of these people in Paha 

Sapa around the year 1775 (Hyde, 1937, p. 20; M. N. Powers, 2010, p. 50), the oral history 

and folklore of the Tribes suggest a much deeper ancestral connection.   

Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota people have been grouped into The Great Sioux Nation in the 

past, and many still refer to them as Sioux today.  However, as the word Sioux is originally a 

derogatory term (a French misinterpretation of the Algonquian word for "snakes"; Powers, 

2003, p. 104); I will refer to these people in this thesis using their rightful appellation: Lakota, 

Dakota, and Nakota (or LDN for short).  LDN is not a single tribe, but rather a language group 

comprised of the Oceti Sakowin, or Seven Council Fires.  Each Fire represents a member 

community of the larger language group, and Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota are dialects of the 

LDN language tradition (Powers, 2003, p. 104; Ullrich, 2008, p. 3).  The Thithunwan 

(sometimes spelled Tithunwan) are the only of the seven Oceti Sakowin to speak the Lakota 

dialect, and therefore, this Council Fire is commonly and colloquially known as Lakota (and 

hereafter referred to as such).  In the late 18th century, the Lakota became the most 

populous Native people in Paha Sapa and the immediate surrounding region, and have 

remained as such in the years since (Schell & Miller, 2004, pp. 33-39).  Therefore, Lakota and 

LDN folklore and beliefs surrounding Paha Sapa are more widely known than other tribes’ 

traditions in the region (L. Sundstrom, 1996, 1997; Ullrich, 2008) 

Throughout the Lakota peoples’ time in Paha Sapa, they developed a deep spiritual intimacy 

with the land and its non-human inhabitants, and this culture of environmental kinship is 

reflected in Lakota folklore and anecdotes surrounding the various landmarks in their sacred 

geography.   As in the case of the other tribes to inhabit the region, Bear Butte and Bear 

Lodge are among the landmarks sacred to the Lakota (Gunderson, 1988; L. Sundstrom, 

1996).  The Lakota also told stories of a broader connection between Paha Sapa and the 
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constellations of the night sky, and this is reflected in their prominent legends of Falling Star.  

In these stories, Falling Star (or Star Comes Out as he is sometimes known) was half-human 

and half-celestial being, and he came to Earth through a portal in the Carrier constellation, 

or the Big Dipper as it is widely known today (R. Goodman, 1996, p. 22).  In his travels 

throughout Sapa, Falling Star visited several landforms that acted as conduits between the 

physical and spirit realms.  Some of these places included Bear Butte, Inyan Kara Mountain, 

Pe Sla (Reynolds’ Prairie), Rapid Creek, Willow Creek, Hinhan Kaga Paha (Black Elk Peak), 

Washun Niya (Wind Cave), and Hat Creek.  Each of these landmarks was associated with a 

specific constellation, or “star village”, and Paha Sapa as a whole was a mirror of the heavens 

through which spirits could pass in both directions (L. Sundstrom, 1996).  Washun Niya in 

particular was said to be the nexus of creation, or the place at which the Earth literally and 

metaphorically gave birth to all living things (Smaldone & Rossi, 2019).   

One notable landmark sacred to the Lakota was a mountain they called Thunkasila Sakpe 

Paha, which translates to “Six Grandfathers Mountain” in English (Figure 4.10).  In Lakota 

lore, the Thunkasila Sakpe, or “Six Grandfathers”, were the six sacred directions of North, 

South, East, West, Earth, and Sky (Gardella, 2013).  The Thunkasila Sakpe were associated 

with the Paha, yet they appeared elsewhere in Lakota folklore as spirits who would guide 

people and grant them visions to see the path toward fulfillment and worldly consciousness.  

In the famous 1932 book Black Elk Speaks, Oglala Lakota holy man Hehaka Sapa (Nicholas 

Black Elk) recounts the traditional role of the Thunkasila Sakpe as spirit guides on several 

instances (Neihardt, 2014, pp. 15-23, 27-32, 98-99, 154-155, 192-194, 198, 244, 260, 304).  

Thunkasila Sakpe was a sacred place to the Lakota people, (and possibly to other tribes as 

well) in the Prehistoric and Protohistoric Periods, though it would not be until the 20th 

century that it would adopt a new aspect and become the epicenter of cultural and symbolic 

change in Paha Sapa (See Section 4.5). 
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Figure 4.10: Photograph of Tunkasila Sakpe Paha, circa 1905.  The individual photographer is 
unknown, and the photograph is officially credited to the United States National Park Service 
(Burnett, 2009). 

Throughout the Prehistoric and Protohistoric Periods, various locales within Paha Sapa were 

central to a diverse range of Native cultures.   Figure 4.11 depicts the location of eleven well-

documented sacred sites within and around Paha Sapa.  It is worth noting that there are 

certainly more past and present sacred sites in the region not shown in this image.  The 

purpose of this figure is not to encompass all sacred sites in the region, but to emphasize 

that numerous sacred sites are found throughout the range, and that Paha Sapa held great 

metaphysical and cultural significance to various nations of people who lived there 

throughout the millennia. 
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Figure 4.11: Eleven prominent sites in Paha Sapa that were sacred to the people of the Late 
Prehistoric and Protohistoric Periods.  Many of the sites are still sacred to the descendants of 
those peoples today. 

In the first quarter of the 19th century, the first non-native people began to enter Paha Sapa, 

and these individuals were primarily explorers and fur traders who, for a time, coexisted 

with the Native peoples of the region (L. Sundstrom et al., 2002).  Their arrival effectively 

ended the Protohistoric Period, as the first writings about Paha Sapa from within the region 

began to emerge (L. Sundstrom, 1997).  From a cultural standpoint, the next 50 years would 

witness the greatest instance of cultural subversion that had ever taken place in the region, 

as Paha Sapa was abruptly and violently transformed from a Sacred Landscape to a Frontier 

Settlement.  This transformation, and the cultural period that it produced, are the subjects 

of Sections 4.3 and 4.4, respectively. 
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4.2.3. Sacred Landscape: Cultural Analysis 

 

Figure 4.12: Norms, Material Culture, and Practices of the Sacred Landscape of Paha Sapa, 
analyzed in this section using the Cultures Framework. 

4.2.3.1. Norms 

Environmental Philosophy 

Environmental philosophy, or how humans perceive and understand the natural 

environment and their place within it (Belshaw, 2001), is presented in this thesis as one of 

three cultural norms of interest.  However, for the people who lived in Paha Sapa from the 

Late Pleistocene Epoch to the Protohistoric Period, it could be characterized as the defining 

element of culture upon which all physical and metaphysical elements of culture were 

based.  Therefore, it seems appropriate to begin my cultural analysis of the Sacred 

Landscape with a discussion of Paha Sapa’s first peoples’ relationship with the natural 

environment. 

In the earliest days of archaeologically verified human habitation in the region, clues exist as 

to how people perceived the land, plants, and animals.  While most of the evidence available 

today solely provides insight into subsistence practices, some of the oldest rock carvings in 

Paha Sapa depict humans drawing from elemental forces of the land and/or adopting the 

physical and metaphorical aspects of non-human entities.  While current methods of dating 

these carvings are not yet refined, archaeologists agree that they are very old, and some of 
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them may date back as far as the Paleoindian Period (L. Sundstrom, 2004, pp. 26-27, 48-53).  

While the evidence available today from that time is limited, what has been uncovered 

suggests that, in the legend and perhaps religion of the region’s earliest inhabitants, humans 

had a deeply spiritual relationship with the land and other living things. 

While we can only speculate today on the environmental philosophy of the people of the 

Paleoindian and Archaic Periods in Paha Sapa, far less ambiguous information on 

environmental philosophy can be inferred from the extant oral histories of the people who 

inhabited Paha Sapa in the Late Prehistoric and Protohistoric Periods.  While the Native 

history of Paha Sapa is incredibly culturally diverse, some common philosophical themes can 

be observed across cultures.  The first of these I discuss in this thesis is the belief that all life 

and the land were connected, and that humans were a part of nature, rather than separate 

from it.  In the acclaimed 1953 book Cheyenne Autumn, Mari Sandoz writes of the 

Cheyenne’s connection with the land, “[The Cheyennes] had a rich and mystical perception 

of all life as a continuous, all-encompassing eventual flow, and of man’s complete oneness 

with all this diffused and eternal stream” (Sandoz, 2005, p. vii) .  This philosophy is further 

evidenced in the prominent Lakota phrase “Mitákuye Oyás’iŋ”, which translates into English 

as “We are all relatives”.  “We” in this context refers not merely to all humans, or even to all 

forms of life, but rather to all things, including those many consider to be non-living, such as 

rocks, rivers, the sky, and stars (Francois, 2007, p. 28; Maroukis, 2004, p. 160). 

Mitákuye Oyás’iŋ conveys a broader definition of what is living than is currently understood 

in Western culture, and this concept is a common theme not just in Lakota culture, but in 

many Native narratives in Paha Sapa and elsewhere.  Non-human entities are believed to 

have agency in providing guidance, and humans would learn valuable lessons or be inspired 

by aspects of the world around them (L. Sundstrom, 2004).  These influencing entities were 

often corporeal (e.g. animals, plants, and landforms), but also sometimes abstract or 

immaterial in nature.  For instance, the character Falling Star in the Lakota legend was a 

denizen of an otherworldly spirit realm, and the Six Grandfathers were the manifestations of 

directions.  Also in Lakota lore, Washun Niya was said to have given birth all living things, and 

the wind that can often be heard blowing into and out of the cave (its namesake in the 

English translation, Wind Cave) was the breath of the living earth (Smaldone & Rossi, 2019).  

In English, the closest word that exists to describe many of the Native conceptualizations of 
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living entities is “personification”.  However, that word itself highlights an underlying 

anthropocentric perception – that humans are the only things in existence capable of clearly 

communicating and experiencing the world around them.   

Legends, Folklore, and Worship 

The Legends, Folklore, and Worship of the Sacred Landscape appear to be profoundly 

influenced by environmental philosophy.  As the Native people of Paha Sapa lived in a state 

of immersion with the natural environment for at least 11 millennia, it logically follows that 

the Earth, animals, and water would consistently feature as central elements in folklore and 

religion.  In some stories, the Earth and non-human forms of life were benevolent entities 

(e.g. The Mandan Bear Butte legend and the Lakota Falling Star tales), while in others, they 

were forces to be feared (e.g. the Arikara/Kiowa/Cheyenne Bear Lodge legend).  In either 

case, the power of nature and humans’ intrinsic connection to it were never questioned.  

Furthermore, many legends within Kiowa, Kiowa-Apache, Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Lakota 

folklore were associated with constellations, indicating that an ecocentric perception of the 

environment extended to and included the cosmos (L. Sundstrom, 1996). 

Transformation stories have been a common theme in the Sacred Landscape since the oldest 

rock carvings in Paha Sapa (L. Sundstrom, 2004, pp. 60-63), and these myths would often 

involve humans both literally and metaphorically transforming into a different form (Pijoan, 

2005).  In other words, these entities could lend humans some physical or mental capability 

they did not intrinsically have, though this influence was sometimes undesirable, as in the 

case of the Bear Lodge legend (Parks, 1991, pp. 179-185).   

Cultural Inclusivity 

As the Sacred Landscape of Paha Sapa harbored a diverse range of peoples throughout the 

millennia, there have been numerous interactions between tribes, cultures, and language 

groups.  Some of those specific interactions are evident today in the archaeological record, 

though many are only evidenced by gradual shifts to predominant life-ways over time (L. 

Sundstrom, 2004).  From what information is known, territory often overlapped, and 

interactions between cultures were peaceful and collaborative in many cases.  The 

Cheyenne, Suhtai, and Arapaho living amongst each other as allies in the Late Prehistoric 

Period provides one example of such collaboration (L. Sundstrom, 1996).  Cross-cultural 
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transference of folklore, legends, and sacred geography (e.g. Bear Lodge, Bear Butte, and 

Black Elk Peak; L. Sundstrom, 1996) also suggests that tribes often successfully coexisted and 

communicated despite having different traditions and speaking different languages. 

However, interactions between cultures in Paha Sapa and the surrounding region were not 

always positive.  Particularly at times when resources were scarce, there is substantial 

evidence of territorial conflicts having taken place.  The earliest-known prolonged period of 

conflict in the region occurred in the Early Archaic Period, when drastic climatic changes 

produced an inhospitable and unsettled environment, and this led to fierce competition for 

hunting and foraging grounds (Meltzer, 1999; L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 14; Yansa, 2007).  There 

are also more contemporary examples of conflict taking place in and around Paha Sapa.  For 

instance, at the Crow Creek Site on the Missouri River to the East, around 500 people of one 

culture were killed by another coalescent culture in the mid-fourteenth century (Willey & 

Emerson, 1993; Zimmerman, Willey, Swegle, & Gregg, 1981).  Many of these rifts between 

Native cultures were still fresh at the time of Euro-American contact in Paha Sapa and 

elsewhere, enabling colonizers to employ divide and conquer tactics to seize territory and 

resources (See Section 4.3; Stands in Timber, Liberty, & Utley, 1998, p. 170). 

Figure 4.13 summarizes the Norms of the Sacred Landscape of Paha Sapa. 

 

Figure 4.13: Norms of Paha Sapa as a Sacred Landscape. 
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4.2.3.2. Material Culture 

Resource Use 

The nature of resource use by Native peoples throughout the continent now known as North 

America, including those in Paha Sapa, prior to Euro-American settlement is a hotly 

contested matter of debate, especially within contemporary literature.  In 1999, cultural 

anthropologist Shepherd Krech III published The Ecological Indian: Myth and History, in 

which he disputed the widespread notion that the Native people of the continent were 

active and effective ecological managers prior to Euro-American settlement (Krech, 1999).  

The book sparked immediate outrage among Native and non-Native people, leading several 

authors to critique Krech’s motives, restraint, and social consciousness as much as the 

content of the book itself (K. M. Porterfield, 1999; Ranco, 2007).  A complex question arose: 

“Even if the evidence in the book was to be believed, should it have been presented in the 

first place?”  To add to the complexity of the matter, some have defended the rigor of 

Krech’s work, arguing that the evidence he presents should be considered despite its 

perceived impact on identity politics, and that the stereotype that Native people are 

inherently more environmentalist than Euro-Americans is harmful to Native communities in 

many ways (TallBear, 2000). 

In this thesis, I will refrain from taking a position on Krech’s book, as I have not performed a 

detailed analysis of archaeological and anthropological data.  I also do not seek to 

romanticize Native peoples’ traditional way of living to a point of falsehood, though I do 

believe we could learn much today from ecocentric perspectives and immersive behaviors.  

Regardless of whether the evidence Krech presented is valid, there is no question that the 

Native people of Paha Sapa had a more ecocentric approach to resource use than has been 

observed in some other past and present cultures, and this is especially evident in their 

relationship with the bison.   

Native peoples made incredibly diverse use of bison, using its products not only for 

consumption, but for food storage, dress, shelter, and hunting technologies (Smithsonian 

National Zoo and Conservation Biology Insititute, 2020; L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 13).  Bison 

hunting itself was additionally cast as a sacred act that sated a person’s physical and spiritual 

hunger (Stillman, 2017, p. 105).  In speaking of the traditional relationship between his 
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people and the bison, twentieth-century Oglala Lakota holy man and activist John Fire Lame 

Deer said:  

“The Buffalo was part of us, his flesh and blood being absorbed by us until it became 
our own flesh and blood. Our clothing, our tipis, everything we needed for life came 
from the buffalo’s body. It was hard to say where the animal ended and the man 
began.” (Hedren, 2012, p. 94). 

From the evidence that is available today, it remains unclear how much of Native peoples’ 

ecological efforts were performed out of a necessity for survival, although there was 

undoubtedly a deep spiritual component to them as well.  

Archaeological evidence from Paha Sapa and the surrounding plains overwhelmingly 

suggests that the Paleoindian and Archaic peoples of the region formed close-knit groups 

that moved together in pursuit of migrating bison herds (Peck, 2010, p. 37; L. Sundstrom, 

2004) – a pattern that persisted into the Late Prehistoric and Protohistoric Periods (L. 

Sundstrom et al., 2002, p. 574; Wishart, 2004).  This culture of communal accommodation in 

Paha Sapa and the surrounding region would likely have had an influence on resource-use 

traditions. Each tribal member had a responsibility to his or her kin to consume resources in 

a collective and sustainable manner.  This hypothesis is supported by a range of 

contemporary studies finding that people who live within more communal and collective 

social systems consume resources more sustainably (Agrawal & Gibson, 1999; Carlisle & 

Gruby, 2019; Morrison et al., 2017). 

Accommodation 

Throughout the Sacred Landscape’s history, specific modes of accommodation underwent 

numerous changes.  People first sought shelter in caves, then developed built structures 

such as hide tipis and earthlodges (L. Sundstrom et al., 2002; Wishart, 2004, p. 564).  In all 

cases, shelters were made directly from animal products or earth, and they left little lasting 

impact on the natural environment (Tratebas, 1983).  Archaeological evidence also suggests 

that the people of the Sacred Landscape of Paha Sapa rarely lived in the direct vicinity of the 

sacred landmarks within the range.  While the population of the interior of Paha Sapa was 

relatively high during the Middle Archaic Period, at every other time in the human history of 

the region, people mainly lived in the surrounding plains (L. Sundstrom, 2004; L. Sundstrom 

et al., 2002).  The range itself was used for infrequent small game hunting and gathering, as 
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well as vision quests or journeys to sacred landmarks (Bridger, 2002, p. 230; Martínez, 2004, 

p. 86).  As sacred places were rarely visited for purposes other than rituals or journeys of 

spiritual enlightenment, peoples’ respect for them and their centrality to culture were 

bolstered and cemented. 

Material Fulfillment 

In discussing the material fulfillment demonstrated by the peoples of the Sacred Landscape, 

it is important to note the resilience and endurance of life-ways and cultural complexes.  For 

instance, bison hunting remained a staple of culture in Paha Sapa and the surrounding area 

for at least thirteen-thousand years, though the practice was refined over the millennia.  In 

the Late Preshistoric and Protohistoric Periods, the Plains Woodland and Plains Village 

cultural traditions were both very resilient, and each remained relatively unchanged for 

centuries. This adherence to similar and minimalistic life-ways and cultural patterns speaks 

to their sustained effectiveness as societal systems, and their ability to fulfill peoples’ 

physical and metaphysical needs. 

Another central element of material fulfillment in the Sacred Landscape was the art 

produced, and this expressive and documentative practice adopted various forms.  Cave 

carvings and paintings provide insight into mythology and subsistence strategies, and in 

some cases, these may be the only existing windows into the cultural intricacies of the 

Paleoindian and Archaic Periods (L. Sundstrom, 2004).  Another form of artistic expression 

was the construction of handmade accessories from natural materials.  Some of these 

accessories served practical purposes (e.g. pottery for food storage and weaving for 

clothing), though others, such as beads, jewelry, body paint, and feather headdresses, 

fulfilled more aesthetic or social functions (Night Pipe, 2012; L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 137).  

This art provides evidence in the Sacred Landscape of an innate human tendency – the 

desire to express oneself and to commemorate the events, legends, and individuals of one’s 

own time. 

Figure 4.14 summarizes the Material Culture of the Sacred Landscape of Paha Sapa. 
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Figure 4.14: Material Culture of Paha Sapa as a Sacred Landscape 

4.2.3.3. Practices 

Transportation 

In researching prevalent forms of transportation throughout the Sacred Landscape, I came 

across an unexpected controversy.  That is: the question of whether horses were present 

throughout the continent now known as North America prior to Spanish contact in the late 

15th century.  Early authors maintained that horses brought by the Spanish were the first to 

exist in the continent (Collin, 2017, p. 147), yet these assertions were contradicted when 

paleontologist Joseph Leidy published his findings on ancient horse skeletons uncovered in 

the 1830s from the Tertiary Beds of South Carolina (Leidy, 1847).  Several authors including 

Leidy then hypothesized that horses had existed in the Paleoindian Period but had gone 

extinct at the end of the Last Glacial Maximum (Leidy, 1847; Wyhe, 2002), and this notion 

continues to be widely accepted and propagated today (Kirkpatrick & Fazio, 2008; Wishart, 

2004, p. 575). 

However, recent PhD research by Lakota/Nakota/Cheyenne scholar Yvette Running Horse 

Collin presents compelling physical evidence that horses have been present throughout the 

continent from the Last Glacial Maximum up to the arrival of Europeans (Collin, 2017).  Her 

research collates anecdotal evidence through a range of interviews with tribal members 

(some of which were performed in Paha Sapa; Collin, 2017, pp. 77-78).  Collin describes that 
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the widespread denial of horses’ presence prior to colonization was deliberately used as a 

device of colonialism.  The horse was widely viewed in European culture at the time as a 

symbol of societal sophistication, and a presence of horses in Native cultures would have 

discredited the widespread narrative that Native people were “uncivilized” and “savage” 

(Collin, 2017, pp. 2-4).  Furthermore, treating wild horses as an introduced species would 

give justification for their removal from public lands, and free rein to the development of 

property and industry (Collin, 2017).  As the impact that Collin’s research will have on future 

debate and consensuses in the academic and public spheres is yet unclear, I have elected in 

this analysis to observe the evidence she has presented, and respect the chorus of Native 

voices that hold the horse as a central enduring element of their cultures and ways of life. 

Regardless of whether the people who lived in the Sacred Landscape of Paha Sapa travelled 

predominantly on horseback or on foot, though, transportation would have been slow, as 

the rugged topography of Paha Sapa would have made traversing through or within the 

range more difficult and time consuming than on the surrounding plains.  Travelers would 

have had to plan their journeys carefully, accounting for where they would find food, water, 

and shelter, and forays into the range would have required high adaptability to unforeseen 

conditions and dangers.  In this sense, an intimate relationship with nature was a necessity 

for survival, and one’s respect or fear of the power of nature could easily mean the 

difference between life and death in such a challenging environment.  Further to this point, 

many landforms within Paha Sapa, including caves, buttes, and steep mountains would have 

been observable in a limited capacity, yet largely inaccessible.  Awe surrounding such places, 

solidified within centuries-old legends, would have compounded the mysterious and 

enigmatic nature of the range, further validating the widespread belief that the land was a 

sacred and powerful force.  Perhaps most importantly, slow and challenging transportation 

allowed time for deep immersion in the Sacred Landscape, and reflection upon one’s place 

within it. 

Environmental Treatment 

The subject of how people treated the environment in the Sacred Landscape of Paha Sapa is 

intertwined with resource use and environmental philosophy.  As discussed in earlier 

sections, the extent to which Native peoples in Paha Sapa and elsewhere actively and 

deliberately undertook environmental stewardship efforts remains a matter of debate 
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(Krech, 1999; K. M. Porterfield, 1999; Ranco, 2007; TallBear, 2000).  Despite the existing 

ambiguity on this subject, it can safely be inferred that some degree of stewardship would 

have been essential to ensure survival of oneself and one’s family or tribe. Throughout the 

12 millennia of known human history Prior to the Late Prehistoric Period in Paha Sapa, there 

is no evidence of stationary agriculture having taken place within the range or the 

surrounding plains (L. Sundstrom, 2004; L. Sundstrom et al., 2002).  The region experienced 

several prolonged periods of food and water scarcity throughout this time frame, in which 

plant and animal products would have needed to be carefully rationed.  Particularly in tough 

times, maintaining some sort of natural balance would have been essential to survival, and 

sustainable behavior, regardless of its underlying motivation, would have been a practice of 

environmental conservation. 

Recreation 

In this section, I discuss the activities that the people of the Sacred Landscape undertook to 

seek self-improvement and occupation in times when they were not directly engaged in the 

practices of physically surviving.  These include rituals, vision quests, songs, and dances.  As 

the heading suggests, I describe these as “recreation”, though perhaps “ceremony” would 

be more appropriate in the contemporary understandings of these words.  However, 

referring to these activities as “recreational” here allows for discussion of traditional or 

Indigenous understandings of individual responsibility and reciprocal relationships (Dockery, 

2010; Greer & Patel, 2000), and how these differ from current widespread 

conceptualizations of work and play (i.e. the “recreational” activities of the Frontier 

Settlement and Tourism & Recreational Area cultural periods).  The Merriam-Webster Online 

Dictionary defines “recreation” as “refreshment of strength and spirits after work” 

("recreation," 2020), and “work” as “activity in which one exerts strength or faculties to do 

or perform something” ("work," 2020).  The bias inherent in these definitions is the notion 

that recreation is something inherently refreshing, while work is something exerting or 

taxing.  However, in the case of traditional Native “non-work” practices, often a trial or 

tribulation was associated with a rejuvenation of individual and collective spirit.  Indeed, 

“recreation” broken down to its roots “re” and “creation” implies a holistic revaluation and 

recuperation of spirit undertaken willingly by an individual or group, which could accurately 

describe the purposes these activities served. 
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Rituals in the vicinity of Paha Sapa likely date back to the Paleoindian Period, as the Clovis 

child’s remains found in Montana suggest that people of that culture customarily performed 

some degree of ceremony at the time of burial (French, 2018; Owsley & Hunt, 2001; L. 

Sundstrom, 2004, p. 9).  More is widely known today about the rituals present in the Late 

Prehistoric and Protohistoric Periods.   Individuals seeking guidance or clarity would take 

vision quests into the interior of Paha Sapa, often visiting sacred landmarks (Martínez, 2004, 

p. 80; Sherwood, 2016, pp. 125-128).  The Sun Dance, a sacred ritual which involves healing, 

community gathering, and personal sacrifice for the sake of the community (in the form of 

fasting and dancing), was and is a central ritual within numerous Plains Village cultures in the 

region (Holler, 1995; Voget, 1998).  In the Sun Dance as well as several other rituals, music 

and dance played a central role. In Cheyenne culture, combat was a ritualized practice, and 

warriors would take part in healing and purification rituals to recover from the stress of war 

(Silver & Wilson, 1988).  Birds were also central to Cheyenne rituals, and different types of 

birds had different representations and ritual roles (J. H. Moore, 1986).   

Figure 4.15 summarizes the Practices of the Sacred Landscape of Paha Sapa. 

 

Figure 4.15: Practices of Paha Sapa as a Sacred Landscape 
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4.3. Transformation to Frontier Settlement 

 

Figure 4.16:  Westward expansion and colonialism in the 19th-century initiated cultural 
change in Paha Sapa, and the region underwent an abrupt and violent cultural transition 
from a Sacred Landscape to a Frontier Settlement.   

4.3.1. 19th-century Westward Expansion: Introduction 

The 19th century was a truly unprecedented time for Paha Sapa and the surrounding region, 

as over ten-thousand years of cultural tradition and philosophy was forcibly replaced in the 

metaphorical blink of an eye.  This has consequently been one of the hardest sections of the 

thesis to write, as I cannot help but feel that, in recounting this forced cultural subversion, I 

am perpetrating the events of colonialization as they recur on the printed page.  Here I 

attempt to narrate this transformative period in a manner more focused on historical facts 

than emotion, before presenting and analyzing the resulting cultural period (Frontier 

Settlement) in Section 4.4.  However, I profoundly believe that all Americans (as well as 

people of any ethnicity who live in colonized nations around the globe) should emotionally 

immerse themselves in this time period for their own and others’ benefit.  Only through an 

inclusive and empathetic approach to history can we avoid repeating the transgressions of 

our collective past. 
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4.3.2. 19th-century Westward Expansion: Historical Review 

4.3.2.1. Thomas Jefferson and The Doctrine of Discovery 

Understanding the historical context that facilitated fundamental cultural subversion in Paha 

Sapa requires an investigation into the sentiments of the time, and into the values and 

motivations that influenced the decisions and actions of individuals and groups.  In this 

section, I present a selection of actors and events in the history of Paha Sapa and the 

American West that initiated the region’s transformation from a Sacred Landscape to a 

Frontier Settlement, starting with the expansionist policies of President Thomas Jefferson. 

If the prevailing philosophy among settlers of the American West could be encapsulated in 

one phrase, it would be “Manifest Destiny”, though the sentiment behind the phrase existed 

long before the phrase itself (See Section 4.3.2.2).  Upon the arrival of the first English 

settlers to the North American continent in the early 17th century, the English Crown 

established the legal framework of “discovery” for all matters pertaining to lands not yet 

occupied by Europeans.  Under what is now known as the Doctrine of Discovery, the Crown 

possessed all titles of lands inhabited by Native people, and it reserved the right to sell or 

trade those lands with other European nations (R. J. Miller, 2006, pp. 25-26).  The Crown’s 

influence continued to proliferate in the continent now known as North America in the two 

centuries following its initial arrival, and the Doctrine of Discovery proved instrumental in 

the establishment of the Thirteen American Colonies and the original territories of present-

day Canada (R. J. Miller, 2006, pp. 25-26). Following the conclusion of the American 

Revolutionary War in 1783, the newly established United States of America turned its focus 

westward with renewed vigor, invoking similar legal strategies to acquire lands to the west. 

Perhaps no single person was as influential in initiating the rapid westward expansion of the 

United States of America in the 19th century as was Thomas Jefferson.  As a child and young 

man, Jefferson developed a keen interest in Native cultures and languages, and numerous 

historical accounts and his own writings suggest that he idolized Native peoples from a 

scholarly perspective (Meacham, 2012, p. 111; R. J. Miller, 2006, pp. 77-78).  Despite the 

degree of admiration he expressed for Native peoples on the printed page, Jefferson firmly 

believed that the ultimate acquisition of Native land and the assimilation and “civilization” of 

Native peoples would be beneficial to both Native and Euro-American interests (Meacham, 
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2012; The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, Vol. 39, 13 November 1802-3 March 1803, 2012, p. 

111).  It was through this steadfast belief that he would become one of the most 

aggressively expansionist figures in United States’ history, setting in motion centuries of 

dispossession of Native territory (Keller, 2000; R. J. Miller, 2006, pp. 77-78).    

Jefferson is perhaps most widely known as a leading member of the First and Second 

Continental Congresses and as the primary author of the Declaration of Independence in 

1776.  However, before his role in the American Revolution, Jefferson worked as an attorney 

specializing in land claims and the practical applications of discovery as a legal framework (R. 

J. Miller, 2006, pp. 60-61).  In the decades following the Revolutionary War, Jefferson 

continued to exert influence on the passage of laws in the new republic while serving in 

several influential roles including Virginia State Legislator, Governor of Virginia, Member of 

Congress, Secretary of State, and Vice President of the United States under President John 

Adams (R. J. Miller, 2006, pp. 59-76; Peterson, 1970, p. 174).  In the 1800 presidential 

election, Jefferson was elected as the third President of the United States of America.  Six 

days before taking office, he wrote to his colleague William Henry Harrison, encouraging 

Harrison to join him in an intergenerational covert effort to consolidate the debts of Native 

peoples and demand repayment in the form of land to the United States Government.  In 

the final paragraph of the letter, Jefferson urged Harrison to keep the letter secret, writing 

that it was “improper to be understood by the Indians”.  He argued that, for “[Native 

peoples’] interests & their tranquility, it is best they should see only the present age of their 

history”. (The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, Vol. 39, 13 November 1802-3 March 1803, 2012).   

Jefferson assumed the role of President on March 4th, 1801, and immediately began to work 

on the acquisition of Western territory for the United States.  He was particularly interested 

in the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers as shipping routes, though France “owned” most of 

the territory surrounding the rivers at the time (J. J. Ellis, 2007, pp. 207-208).  In 1803, France 

became desperate for financial support to wage wars against Great Britain in Europe.  

Napoleon Bonaparte’s regime sold 827,987 square miles (2,144,480 sq. km) of land west of 

the Mississippi (including most of the Missouri and the entirety of Paha Sapa) to Jefferson’s 

negotiators for 15 million dollars, or for less than three cents per acre.  This lucrative and 

unprecedented acquisition of territory, known as the Louisiana Purchase (Figure 4.17), 

effectively doubled the size of the United States and paved the way for further colonization 
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of the West (J. J. Ellis, 2007, pp. 207-208) .  St. Louis, Upper Louisiana, a city at the 

confluence of the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers was selected as the site of ratification of 

the Louisiana purchase (Olbrich Jr., 2004, p. 672).  This city would become a major hub for 

western explorers and settlers, earning its nickname, “The Gateway to the West” ("St Louis 

Arch," 1963).  Almost two hundred years later, the author of this thesis would be born there. 

 

Figure 4.17: United States Territory acquired in the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, with Paha 
Sapa and present-day states and cities.  Source: Teaching American History Project (2011). 

In 1803, Jefferson commissioned explorers Meriwether Lewis and William Clark to lead an 

exploratory expedition into the territory acquired in the Louisiana Purchase, the primary 

purpose of which was to secure territory for the United States.  Their party, dubbed the 

Corps of Discovery, departed from St. Louis in 1804 and followed the Missouri River through 

what are now the states of Missouri, Nebraska, Iowa, South Dakota, North Dakota, and 

Montana (D. D. Jackson, 1978).   Along the banks of the Bad River not far east of Paha Sapa, 

the Corps first encountered the Brulé Lakota, marking the first documented interaction 

between the Lakota people and the United States government (Weinstein & Rubel, 2002, p. 

319).  Though the encounter began in a civil fashion, relations quickly eroded due to the 

Corps’ lack of a competent translator and minimal understanding of intratribal politics and 

tribal customs of reciprocity (Ronda, 2002, pp. 27-41).  After numerous tense exchanges over 

the course of several days that nearly resulted in violence, Chief Black Buffalo ultimately 

allowed Lewis and Clark to continue their journey up-river.  However, the encounter left a 
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lasting impression on the men of the Expedition.  Two months after the incident, which 

would later become known as the Teton Confrontation, William Clark wrote about his 

enduring impression of the Lakota: 

"These are the vilest miscreants of the savage race, and must ever remain the 
pirates of the Missouri, until such measures are pursued, by our government, as 
will make them feel a dependence on its will for their supply of merchandise." 
(Ronda, 2002, p. 27). 

In the years following the Lewis and Clark Expedition, Euro-American explorers and the 

United States Government began to stake claim to lands in the region surrounding Paha 

Sapa.  The first Euro-American civilian settlement in present-day South Dakota was 

established along the West Bank of the Missouri River, at Fort Pierre in 1817, and numerous 

explorers and fur traders used it as their base of operations (G. H. Smith, 1960, p. 90).  In 

1819-1820, a notable French trapper named Jacques La Ramee went missing to the 

southwest of Paha Sapa, in what is now southeastern Wyoming, and the surrounding river 

and mountains were named “Laramie” in his honor (Fine, 1961).   Unbeknownst to anyone at 

the time, this site would ultimately become a crucial focal point in Paha Sapa’s cultural 

transformation from a Sacred Landscape to an American Frontier Settlement. 

4.3.2.2. The Indian Removal Act and the Dawn of Manifest Destiny 

In the decades following Thomas Jefferson’s presidency, the United States government 

redoubled their efforts to systematically acquire land holdings at the expense of Native 

peoples.  Secretary of War James C. Calhoun established The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) in 

1824, the purpose of which was to manage and police Native reservations, and this was 

done without Congressional authorization (C. E. Jackson & Galli, 1977, p. 43).  In 1830, 

Congress ratified the Indian Removal Act, citing numerous letters Jefferson wrote during his 

presidency as inspiration (Keller, 2000; Meacham, 2012, p. 111), and President Andrew 

Jackson signed it into law (Prucha, 1995, p. 206).  This piece of legislation stipulated that all 

tribes occupying the southern United States east of the Mississippi River vacate their 

ancestral lands (previously guaranteed to them under treaties with the federal government) 

for lands further to the west (Drexler, 2019; Prucha, 1995, p. 206).  In a series of relocations 

known today as the “Trail of Tears”, people of the Choctaw, Muscogee, Chickasaw, 

Seminole, and Cherokee nations were forced to march over five-thousand miles, and this 
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resulted in the deaths of over ten-thousand people (Prucha, 1995, p. 241; Thornton, 1992, p. 

85).  Even prior to his election and the passage of the Indian Removal Act, Jackson had 

earned the nickname “Sharp Knife” among various Native nations, as he had carved through 

their territory with ruthless efficiency as a general in the U.S. Army (Brown, 2007; Cave, 

2017).   

As the Indian Removal Act was put into practice in the South and Midwest, Euro-American 

settlement in the region surrounding Paha Sapa also began to increase.  In the early 1830s, 

frontiersman and trapper William Sublette constructed a large log fort at the confluence of 

the Laramie River and North Platte River (McChristian, 2017, p. 27; Young, 1984, p. 85).  This 

was a strategic location for settlers moving westward, as it was situated at a junction of 

several trails heading west and southwest, and it would eventually become an important 

stop along the famous Oregon Trail (Parkman, 1901, p. 109).  Figure 4.18 is artist Alfred 

Jacob Miller’s depiction of the fort, then known as Fort William in honor of Sublette (The 

Alfred Jacob Miller Online Catalogue, 1858).  At the time of this image, settlers at the Fort 

and surrounding Native Tribes engaged in relatively peaceful relations and trade.  In the 

1840s, the fort was reconstructed from adobe, sold to the American fur company, and 

renamed Fort John (Young, 1984, p. 70).  A small town was established on the opposite bank 

of the Laramie River, and both the town and the fort eventually became known as “Fort 

Laramie” (Young, 1984, pp. 75-84). 
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Figure 4.18: Painting by Alfred Jacob Miller (from memory) depicting Plains Native peoples 
and Fort Laramie (Fort William) as they appeared in 1840.  Source: (The Alfred Jacob Miller 
Online Catalogue, 1858). 

As more western territory opened to Euro-American settlement, anti-Native sentiments 

were further solidified within settler culture.  Widespread was the notion that American 

society represented progress and enlightenment, while the Native way of life was savage 

and uncivilized (L. Sundstrom, 1997, pp. 185-186).  Religion was also used to justify this view, 

and many U.S. citizens came to believe that they were blessed by divine providence to 

acquire and inhabit the lands of the West.  In 1839, a journalist named John L. O’Sullivan 

wrote an article in the United States Democratic Review describing the “divine destiny” of 

the nation.  He declared: 

“The expansive future is our arena, and for our history. We are entering on its 
untrodden space, with the truths of God in our minds, beneficent objects in our 
hearts, and with a clear conscience unsullied by the past. We are the nation of 
human progress, and who will, what can, set limits to our onward march? 
Providence is with us, and no earthly power can” (O’Sullivan, 1839).  

In 1845, O’Sullivan continued this narrative in another article in the same publication, in 

which he wrote “ [It is] our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted 

by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions” (O’Sullivan, 

1845).  In this article, and in another more popular piece later that year, O’Sullivan 

successfully coined and popularized the term “Manifest Destiny” (McCrisken, 2002, p. 68).  

While the idea of “Manifest Destiny” was politically controversial at the time, facing criticism 
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most notably from the Whig Party and its supporters, the concept quickly gained ground and 

was widely accepted in the public sphere (Rathbun, 2001, p. 483).  Like its antecedent, the 

Doctrine of Discovery, Manifest Destiny provided expansionists with systemic and 

sentimental justification for acts of colonialism. 

Meanwhile, at Fort Laramie in the 1840s and ‘50s, the United States Army was beginning to 

establish a more consistent presence (McChristian, 2017, pp. 29-30).  In 1851, a treaty was 

signed between the United States and representatives of the Arikara, Mandan, Hidatsa, 

Cheyenne, Arapaho, Assiniboine, Crow, and Lakota nations.  In what became known as The 

Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1851, the United States did not lay claim to any of the surrounding 

Native land, but rather ensured safe passage for settlers traveling West of the Fort along the 

Oregon Trail in exchange for financial compensation (Kappler, 1975, p. 594).  An alternative 

aim of the treaty was to encourage peaceful relations among the tribes present, as several of 

them were involved in intertribal disputes at the time (Kappler, 1975, p. 594).   

However, the peaceful relations between Euro-American settlers and Native peoples 

stipulated in the Treaty would not last long.  Less than three years later, in August of 1854, 

an army regiment under the command of Second Lieutenant John Grattan entered a Brulé 

and Oglala Lakota camp to the West of Fort Laramie to demand the return of an alleged 

stolen cow.  This encroachment was in violation of the 1851 Treaty, as all affairs of this 

manner were to be handled by the Indian Agent (Beck, 2004, pp. 40-41).  Tensions escalated 

when the Army’s interpreter began to taunt the Lakota, and an Army soldier shot Brulé 

Lakota chief Matȟó Wayúhi (Conquering Bear), who was attempting to negotiate with 

Grattan (Beck, 2004, pp. 40-41; McDermott, Paul, & Lowry, 2018, pp. 60-61, 155).  In 

retaliation, the Brulé Lakota warriors returned fire, killing 29 soldiers, Grattan, and the 

interpreter (McDermott et al., 2018, pp. 155-156).  This incident became known as the 

“Grattan Massacre” in the American press, continuing the long-held tradition of referring to 

Native “victories” in battle as “massacres” (Stannard, 1993, p. 130), and the role of the 

soldiers in violating the Treaty and initiating the violence was omitted (McDermott et al., 

2018, p. 118).  The Grattan Fight, as it is known in contemporary literature (Beck, 2004; 

McDermott et al., 2018), signaled that the relations between settlers and Native peoples in 

the Northern Territories were beginning to fray, and would serve as a harbinger of the 

events to come. 
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4.3.2.3. Wars of the Great Plains and the Second Treaty of Fort Laramie 

In the years following the Grattan Fight, the United States Army began to prepare for further 

armed conflicts with Native peoples across the Northern Plains as if it were the excuse that 

was needed.  In 1855, Colonel William S. Harney was given command of a battalion of 600 

troops, the explicit purpose of which was to exact vengeance for the “Grattan Massacre” on 

LDN peoples across the region (Clow, 1986, pp. 233-236; Mattison, 1962; Swanson, 2001, pp. 

6-8), despite the fact that only the Brulé Lakota (1/7 of 1/7 of the Oceti Sakowin) were 

involved in the incident.  On August 24th, 1855 when reportedly asked whether he was open 

to peace negotiations with the Lakota before departing from Fort Kearny in central 

Nebraska, Harney is quoted as saying, “By God, I’m for battle – no peace.” (Swanson, 2001, 

p. 7).  Harney would prove to be true to his word, as he and his men proceeded to ambush a 

band of Brulé Lakota in the valley of Blue Water Creek in Southwestern Nebraska, killing 86 

people (around half of whom were women and children) and capturing an additional 70 

women and children (Clow, 1986, pp. 235-237; Swanson, 2001, p. 7).  This incident became 

known in American society as the “Battle of Blue Water Creek”, following in the tradition of 

referring to American victories over Native peoples as “battles” regardless of the nature of 

their casualties.  However, among LDN people, Harney became known as names such as 

“The Butcher” and “The Hornet” (Utley, 1967, p. 119) 

Harney made a brief stop at Fort Laramie, where several Brulé and Oglala leaders pleaded 

with him to end hostilities (Clow, 1986, p. 241).  However, he elected to continue his 

campaign through the foothills of Paha Sapa and the Badlands in pursuit of any LDN peoples 

he and his men could find.  Harney’s battalion had been issued canvas tents by the United 

States Army, though they found the bison hide tipis they had confiscated at Blue Water 

Creek to be more effective modes of shelter throughout the late autumn and early winter of 

1855 (Clow, 1986, p. 237).  They located no Native peoples on the remainder of the 

campaign, as Native people had presumably been warned of Harney’s intent by survivors of 

the Blue Water Creek killings.  Harney ultimately arrived at his destination of Fort Pierre (in 

present-day South Dakota), where he was approached by leaders of the Miniconjou and 

Hunkpapa Lakota Subtribes suing for peace (Clow, 1986, p. 241).  Unable to ignore the 

overwhelming calls for cessation of violence any longer, Harney wrote a letter to the United 

States Secretary of War, in which he communicated that the specific military operation need 
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not continue.  However, he added, “In the spring, I will be in readiness & position to act 

efficiently against them & there is but one thing I fear & that is that they will not resist” 

(Clow, 1986, pp. 241-242).  The highest mountain in Paha Sapa (a sacred site known as Ghost 

Owl Butte to the Cheyenne and Lakota in their respective languages) was then named 

Harney Peak (a name it would hold until August of 2016; Howard, 2016; Saum, 2017). 

While Harney’s campaign was over, it left a lasting stain on U.S.-Native relations, as very 

different versions of the events at Blue Water Creek travelled within American society and 

within and between Native tribes.  The American Civil War broke out in 1861, and this 

offered a slight diversion of Union forces from the High Plains and Rocky Mountains to the 

South.  However, aggressive military campaigns against Native peoples continued 

throughout the West.  The Dakota War of 1862 occurred in present-day Minnesota, and 303 

Dakota men were convicted of murder and rape and sentenced to death (Martínez, 2013). 

President Abraham Lincoln, then embroiled in political scandal over the succession of several 

southern States, commuted most of these sentences (his reasons for doing so remain a 

matter of debate).  However 38 Dakota men were still executed in Mankato, Minnesota by 

public hanging, in what is presently the largest mass penal execution in United States’ 

history (Carley, 1976, p. 65; Martínez, 2013).  Two years later, the infamous “Battle” of Sand 

Creek occurred in Colorado territory in 1864, in which men under the command of Colonel 

John Chivington killed and mutilated between 150 and 500 innocent Cheyenne and Arapaho 

people (around two-thirds of whom were women and children), taking body parts as 

trophies (Hoig, 2013).   

What is now widely known as the Sand Creek Massacre was truly a turning point in relations 

between the Native peoples of the Plains and the United States Government.  After the 

incident, word of the brutal actions of Chivington and his men travelled far and wide 

(Greene, 2004, pp. 26-27).  Even the United States legal system, which had largely turned a 

blind eye to the devices of the frontier in the past, was forced to condemn the soldiers’ 

conduct.  Chivington was found guilty of war crimes under a U.S. Congressional 

Investigation, though the only punishment he received was his forced resignation from the 

U.S. Army (United States Senate, 1865).  Far more consequential were the impacts that Sand 

Creek would have on sentiments and dynamics among Native peoples.  Many of those within 

the Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes who had advocated for peace in the past were either 
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killed at Sand Creek (Greene, 2004, p. 23) or abandoned this pursuit and joined the Dog 

Soldiers, a militant faction of Lakota and Cheyenne warriors that had existed since the late 

1830’s (Greene, 2004, p. 26).  In 1865, the Dog Soldiers and others carried out a retaliation 

raid on a regiment of soldiers stationed at the North Platte River in Wyoming in  a 

confrontation now known as the Battle of Platte Bridge (Hyde, 2015, pp. 168-195).  It was 

here that a young Oglala Lakota warrior named Crazy Horse first distinguished himself as a 

defender of his people, and was named an Ogle Tanka Un, or “Shirt Wearer” (Guttmacher, 

1994, pp. 65-67).  The following year, the Northern Cheyennes and Northern Arapahos allied 

with Lakota Chief Red Cloud.  They fought against the United States Army for control of the 

Powder River Country in present-day north-central Wyoming beginning 1866 in a series of 

conflicts that would become known as “Red Cloud’s War” (R. W. Larson, 1999, p. 74).  Figure 

4.19 indicates the locations of all the events described in this subsection. 

 

Figure 4.19:  Locations of several significant sites in the Wars of the Great Plains described in 
this section.  Figure created in National Geographic Interactive Mapmaker with information 
from Clow (1986), Guttmacher (1994), R. W. Larson (1999) , and Hoig (2013).  Note: 
Contemporary state boundaries were not yet established at the time of these events. 

While it had been less than two decades since the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1851, its 

promise to establish and maintain lasting peace throughout the plains was a distant 

memory.   There was no immediate end to Red Cloud’s War in sight, and the US Army 

estimated that 20,000 troops would be required to subdue the large force of Lakota, 

Cheyenne and Arapaho assembled in the Powder River Country (Olson, 1965, p. 66).  In 
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1868, a second treaty was presented and signed at Fort Laramie, this time by the United 

States and leaders from the Yanktonai Dakota and Arapaho Tribes, as well as those from the 

Brulé, Miniconjou, Hunkpapa and Oglala Lakota Subtribes (Hedren, 1998, p. 4).  The Treaty 

of Fort Laramie of 1868 established the Great Sioux Reservation to include land to the West 

of the Missouri River, most of which lies in the present-day US State of South Dakota.  One 

objective of this was to exclude primary bison hunting grounds and encourage the Lakota 

and Dakota to adopt Euro-American agricultural practices (Bell, 2018; Hedren, 1998, p. 4).  

The newly established Great Sioux Reservation included Paha Sapa, and the Treaty stipulated 

that the area be “set apart for the absolute and undisturbed use and occupation of the 

Indians herein named” (United States Government, 1868).  In Black Elk Speaks, Black Elk 

conveys that Red Cloud and other Lakota leaders left Fort Laramie with the impression that 

Paha Sapa would be theirs “as long as grass should grow and rivers flow”, or in other words, 

until the end of time (Neihardt, 2014, p. 49).  Forever, as time would tell, would last a less 

than a decade. 

4.3.2.4. Custer’s Expedition in Paha Sapa and Subsequent Territorial Encroachment 

While the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868 promised an end to the fighting and some degree 

of compromise, the Wars of the Great Plains had further solidified the zeal of Manifest 

Destiny within settler culture.  Hundreds of thousands of Americans had settled in the 

Midwest under the Homestead Acts of the 1860’s, demonstrating that Native land could be 

efficiently acquired and repurposed for agriculture (Lanza, 1999; J. Porterfield, 2004) .  The 

view that the United States would one day possess all lands west of the Mississippi River 

became almost ubiquitous, and this desire was favorably reflected in American literature, 

poetry, and art of the time (Dodge, 1876; Sandweiss, 2015; H. N. Smith, 1947).  As an 

example, one of the most famous works of art to emerge from this era was American 

Progress, an oil-on-canvas painting by John Gast of New York in 1872 (Figure 4.20; 

Sandweiss, 2015). 
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Figure 4.20:  American Progress, an 1872 oil-on-canvas painting by John Gast. Sources: 
Sandweiss (2015), United States Library of Congress (2020a). 

Various elements of Gast’s painting effectively captured the sentiment and vision shared by 

many within American culture at the time (including the artist himself).  The woman in the 

center of the painting is called “Progress”, and her movement from the right to the left of 

the painting is allegorical for the Westward Expansion of Euro-American society (United 

States Library of Congress, 2020a).  As the sun rises in the East, the “light” of American 

society conquers the “darkness” of the Western Territories.  Wild animals such as bison, 

bears, and deer are replaced by domesticated cattle, horses, and oxen, and Native peoples 

are driven out by white homesteaders and pioneers.  The fruits of industry, including 

stagecoaches, covered wagons, telegraph wire, farming equipment, and railroads, are also 

introduced, producing an environment portrayed as tame and pristine.  Finally, Progress 

carries a schoolbook in her right arm, representing the supremacy of a formalized education 

and of the English language throughout the continent. 

A prevailing sense of entitlement for the land and its resources within Euro-American society 

was not restricted to literature and art; it was also evident in practice.  Following the Treaty 

of Fort Laramie of 1868, a great deal of mysterious allure surrounded Paha Sapa within 

settler culture, and rumors began to circulate that the range harbored valuable resources 

(McClintock, 2000, p. 23).  On July 2nd, 1874, a U.S. Army expedition led by Lieutenant 

Colonel George Armstrong Custer entered Paha Sapa, breaching the Treaty of Fort Laramie 
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of 1868.  Within Custer’s party were over a thousand people, including soldiers, scientists, 

reporters, and Native scouts.   

While the ostensive purpose of the expedition was to locate new fort sites, its true and 

concealed mission was to confirm the presence of gold rumored to exist in the range (Hatch, 

2002; Hutton, 2013; Lazarus, 1999, p. 74; L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 5).   Custer’s team did 

indeed discover gold, and estimated that a miner could earn up to one-hundred-and-fifty 

dollars a day (a very large sum of money at the time) prospecting in Paha Sapa (Hatch, 2002, 

p. 147).  Custer sent a scout to relay this information to Fort Laramie, where it was 

telegraphed to the press and disseminated throughout the eastern United States (Hutton, 

2013, p. 168).  Regardless of the original intent of Custer’s Expedition, its enduring legacy 

was that it led many in Euro-American society to believe that Paha Sapa concealed a rich 

bounty of resources ripe for the taking (McClintock, 2000, p. 23; L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 5). 

Two years prior to Custer’s expedition, a Chicago journalist named Charles Collins had 

received information from a Christian missionary that there was gold in Paha Sapa.  Collins 

then partnered with experienced frontiersman Thomas Russell, and the two began to 

covertly recruit prospectors for a gold-seeking expedition to the range (McClintock, 2000, p. 

23).  After their plans were discovered by local authorities, the pair relocated to Sioux City, 

Iowa, where they continued to plan their foray.  When news of Custer’s Expedition reached 

Sioux City, Collins and Russell made haste to commission the first prospectors in the range.  

Among the people they recruited were twenty-six men, one woman, and the six-year-old son 

of the woman and one of the men.  The group chose John Gordon as their leader, and they 

would later become known as the Gordon Party (McClintock, 2000, p. 24).   

The only woman in the Gordon Party, a schoolteacher named Anna “Annie” Donna Fraser 

Tallent, documented her travels to and within Paha Sapa.  The memoir she wrote over 20 

years later, “The Black Hills or the Last Hunting Grounds of the Dakotas” (Tallent, 1899), 

provides much of the information that is known about the Gordon Party today.  Tallent is 

presently a controversial figure, as she expressed several culturally exclusive sentiments 

throughout her memoir, including referring to Native people as “cruel” (p. 320), “graceless 

or sacrilegious” (pp. 221, 547), “skulking” (pp. 56,168, 296, 307, 372), and “inhuman 

savages” (p. 93).  She was also strongly opposed to compromise with Native peoples and was 

unempathetic toward Native sovereignty and spiritual relationship with the land.  As one 
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example, in her deliberations on Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868, she reflected:  “should such 

treaties as tend to arrest the advance of civilization, and retard the development of the rich 

resources of our country, ever have been entered into?” (Tallent, 1899, p. 3).  Tallent’s 

viewpoints provide considerable insight into the philosophy under which the Gordon Party 

and many other settlers of the time operated (Gevik, 2016).  For the purposes of this thesis, 

such direct and candid accounts are incredibly useful. 

The Gordon Party departed from Sioux City, Iowa in October 6, 1874 by wagon train, and 

averaged fifteen to twenty miles of travel per day (a rate considered to very fast by the 

standards of the time; McClintock, 2000, p. 25; Tallent, 1899, p. 156).  They avoided 

government patrols throughout their route, as they were aware that they were violating the 

treaty by entering the Great Sioux Reservation and Paha Sapa (McClintock, 2000, p. 23).  The 

Party entered northeastern Paha Sapa on December 9th, successfully discovered lucrative 

gold deposits, and established a semi-permanent settlement in the center of the range they 

called the Gordon Stockade (McClintock, 2000, p. 27; Tallent, 1899, p. 66).  Some members 

of the Party, including the Tallents and their son, remained in the range to prospect and seek 

shelter for winter, while others delivered the gold they found to be sold in surrounding 

settlements (McClintock, 2000, pp. 27-28; Tallent, 1899, pp. 67-86).  However, the Gordon 

Party’s presence in Paha Sapa would not last long, as they were discovered by the United 

States Army and forcibly evicted on April 7th, 1875 (McClintock, 2000, p. 28). 

While the Army arrested all members of the Gordon Party who were still at the Stockade, 

they were released without punishment after leaving Paha Sapa, and some were even 

provided with military escorts back to Sioux City to ensure their safety from roving LDN 

bands (Tallent, 1899, p. 125).  News of the Party’s success spread rapidly and further 

validated the suspicions that news from Custer’s Expedition had roused (Aken, 1920).  

Needless to say, the prospect of wealth and fame associated with striking gold far 

outweighed the risk of relatively inconsequential reprimand from authorities.  Settlers began 

to emigrate to Paha Sapa in massive numbers, and the United States Government quickly 

gave up on enforcing the terms of the 1868 Treaty (Lazarus, 1999, p. 78).  David Aken, a 

twenty-four-year-old member of the Gordon Party, reflected later in his life on the Gold 

Rush in Paha Sapa that the Gordon Party had initiated: 
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“The tide of immigration started by the little gold dust sent out in the winter [of 
1874] was so great that the troops could not keep them out or take them out as fast 
as they went in, and long before winter [of 1875] had set in, the government had 
abandoned all attempts to restrain or stop the rush of fortune seekers to the new 
Eldorado.” (Aken, 1920). 

With this rapid influx of civilians to the range came a wave of entitlement for Paha Sapa in 

particular.  In 1875, Lieutenant Colonel Richard Irving Dodge compiled a series of journals 

about Paha Sapa (Dodge, 1996), which he would later adapt and publish in a book called Our 

Wild Indians (Dodge, 1883).  In both his journals and book, Dodge argued that the range 

contained no evidence of Native habitation (despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary) 

while simultaneously asserting that Paha Sapa should be taken from the Native peoples who 

lived there (Dodge, 1996, pp. 105, 149-151; L. Sundstrom, 1997, pp. 185-186).  For this 

reason, Linea Sundstrom describes Dodge’s writings as “a study in self-contradiction” (L. 

Sundstrom, 1997, p. 186).  Despite Dodge’s apparent inconsistencies, similar narratives were 

the norm in the region.  As Black Elk described it, “the yellow metal” had made “the 

Wasichus (white men) crazy, and that is what made the bad trouble” (George et al., 1999, p. 

193; Neihardt, 2014, p. 49).  The blatant disregard for the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868, 

both by civilians and by the United States Government, did not go unnoticed by Native 

peoples, and the conflict that would decide the fate of culture in Paha Sapa for the next 

century-and-a-half loomed on the horizon. 

4.3.2.5. The War for Paha Sapa and the “Agreement of 1877” 

In 1875, tribal leaders, many of whom still felt disenfranchised by the land seizure that had 

taken place just seven years earlier under the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868, were outraged 

at the rampant exploitation of gold and timber that was taking place in the Sacred 

Landscape of Paha Sapa.  A delegation led by Red Cloud, Spotted Tail, and Lone Horn rode 

across the country to Washington D.C. in an attempt to convince President Ulysses S. Grant 

to honor the 1868 Treaty and require the settlers to leave Paha Sapa.  Instead, Grant and his 

advisors offered the Lakota $25,000 to sell their land and relocate to infertile country 

already occupied by other Native tribes of different language groups several hundred miles 

south of their homeland (Griske, 2005, pp. 64-69; Olson, 1965, pp. 96-115).  The Lakota 

emissaries refused the President’s offer, and Spotted Tail is quoted as saying, “ You speak of 
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another country, but it is not my country…If it is such a good country, you ought to send the 

white men now in our country there and let us alone.” (Nowlan, 2016, p. xxxiv). 

Following the failure of “negotiations”, The Grant Administration believed that a war for 

Paha Sapa was inevitable.  Public political pressure was increasing to acquire the land from 

the Lakota, but Grant’s administration did not want to be seen to initiate armed conflict 

(Lazarus, 1999, pp. 83-84).  Therefore, they issued an impossible ultimatum to the Lakota, 

Dakota, Cheyenne, and Arapaho bands currently spending a severe winter in the 

Yellowstone and Powder River Valleys – locations The Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868 

allowed them to occupy – on December 3, 1875.  If they did not return to the Great Sioux 

reservation by January 31st, 1876, the United States would take military action against them 

and seize Paha Sapa (Lazarus, 1999, pp. 84-85).  Both the United States and the Native 

peoples knew that such a journey in the middle of winter would kill many of their people and 

horses, and the Tribes’ appeals to the United States to extend the deadline were rejected.  

The Tribes remained where they were, and on February 1st, the Secretary of the Interior 

notified the Secretary of War that Natives in the region were to be considered hostile and to 

be transferred to the jurisdiction of the United States Army (Lazarus, 1999, p. 85).  This was 

the formal beginning of a series of conflicts widely known collectively as the Great Sioux War 

of 1876 (Greene, 2000; Hedren, 1998; Lazarus, 1999), or sometimes as the Black Hills War 

(Buss, 2011; Doctor, 2011).  However, in keeping with the tradition of this thesis, I choose to 

refer to it here as the War for Paha Sapa.  

The first bloodshed of the War for Paha Sapa occurred on March 17th, 1876, when a cavalry 

regiment under the command of Colonel Joseph Reynolds attacked and burned a village of 

Northern Cheyenne in the Powder River Valley.  Reynolds was operating under the 

assumption that the villagers were harboring the famous Lakota warrior Crazy Horse, when 

he was actually staying in a different village to the north at the time (Greene, 2000, pp. 7-

12).  Reynolds ordered the burning of many supplies in the attack that could be used by his 

own men, and over sixty later suffered from frostbite as a result of exposure to the cold 

(Porter, 1986, pp. 34-36).  This failed endeavor was widely viewed as an embarrassment by 

the United States Army, and Reynolds was relieved of duty.  It also further emboldened 

Crazy Horse, Tatanka Iyotake (Sitting Bull), and other leaders of the Native resistance forces 
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(Greene, 2000, pp. 3-14), who later succeeded in weakening forces led by General George 

Crook at the Battle of the Rosebud on June 17th (Vaughn, 2002, pp. 117-144). 

The most decisive conflict in the War for Paha Sapa, and one of the most famous battles in 

American history, occurred on June 25th, 1876.  Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong 

Custer, the same man who had headed the famous 1874 expedition into Paha Sapa, led a 

regiment of around 700 troops known as the 7th Cavalry into an area of the Crow 

Reservation near the Little Bighorn River.  Custer had initially estimated there to be no more 

than 800 Native warriors stationed there (Utley, 1942, p. 20), and anticipated a relatively 

easy victory (Connell, 1997, p. 257).  However, Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse had expected 

their arrival, and surprised Custer’s force with between 1,500 and 2,500 warriors, several of 

whom were on horseback.  Five of the seven companies of the 7th Cavalry suffered heavy 

casualties, and among the dead were Custer himself and his entire immediate fighting force.  

In the end, the death tolls were 268 dead, 55 wounded for the United States Army, and an 

estimated 31-135 dead and up to 160 wounded for the combined Native forces (Fox, 

Connor, & Harmon, 2000).  This battle would become known as the Battle of the Little 

Bighorn throughout the United States, and as The Battle of the Greasy Grass among many 

Native peoples (Figure 4.21; Calloway, 1996). 

Most historical accounts agree that Custer underestimated the size and fighting strength of 

the Native force (Connell, 1997, p. 257), with some even arguing at the time and since that 

his arrogance as a commander led to the demise of himself and his men (Donovan, 2008).  

Custer was very famous at the time of his death as an author and the subject of many 

photographs, and some have described him as the 19th-century equivalent of a “media 

personality” (Adams, 2006, p. 186; Ravage, 2002, p. 74). Because of Custer’s preexisting 

fame, the Battle of the Little Bighorn attained almost mythological status and assumed the 

romantic moniker of “Custer’s Last Stand” (Dippie, 1994).  Custer’s widow, Libbie Custer, 

devoted much of the remainder of her life to memorializing her late husband through 

writing and public speaking (Leckie, 1993; Russell, Hume, & Sichler, 2007), and the 

widespread characterization of Custer as a heroic martyr within Euro-American society 

would endure well into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (Barnett, 2006, p. 311; 

Connell, 1997). 
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Figure 4.21: An 1889 romantic painting of The Battle of the Little Bighorn, also known as The 
Battle of the Greasy Grass and “Custer’s Last Stand”.  Lt. Col. George Armstrong Custer is 
depicted wielding dual pistols in the center of the painting.  Source: United States Library of 
Congress (2020b). 

Despite the early defeats the United States Army had suffered at the Battles of Powder River 

Valley, the Rosebud, and the Little Bighorn, their numbers would ultimately prove to be their 

advantage.  Concurrent campaigns by Colonels Ranald S. Mackenzie and Nelson A. Miles 

throughout the autumn and winter of 1876 were successful in subduing the remaining 

Lakota, Dakota, Cheyenne and Arapaho forces.  Some Native survivors, including Sitting Bull, 

fled north to Canada.  However, Sitting Bull and 186 others would return five years later and 

surrender (See Section 4.4).  Crazy Horse surrendered in January 1877 to protect his people, 

though he remained steadfast in his conviction that his photograph never be taken.  Later 

that year, in an altercation with a reservation guard, he was stabbed with a bayonet while 

his hands were restrained behind his back (Clark, 2018; T. Powers, 2010).  Under instructions 

he had left, his parents buried his remains where they would never be found (Clark, 2018, p. 

27).  The War for Paha Sapa was effectively over, and the nomadic Lakota, Dakota, 

Cheyenne, and Arapaho were confined to infertile, ever-shrinking reservations.  In the 

acclaimed book Black Hills White Justice, Edward Lazarus offers the following reflection on 

the outcome of the War: 

“The taking of the sacred Black Hills and the bountiful Powder River country, the 
forced movement onto the reservation, left the Sioux spiritually and economically 
bereft.  Theirs became a hunting culture without game, a religion of celebration with 
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remembrances only of tragedy, and a society of nomads cowering in desolate 
corners of the vast plains.” (Lazarus, 1999, p. 94) 

On February 28th, 1877, the United States presented the Tribes with “The Agreement of 

1877”, which redefined the reservation boundaries set by the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868 

to be much more restrictive and to exclude Paha Sapa.  It stipulated that only “full-blooded” 

Native people were eligible for the entitlements of the agreement (Lazarus, 1999, p. 454), 

thus setting the stage for future land seizure on the basis of blood quantum (Schmidt, 2012; 

Spruhan, 2006).  The United States also terminated rations to LDN people in the region until 

they agreed to these terms.  While the 1877 proposal was known as both the “Agreement of 

1877” or the “Act of February 28, 1877”, it was known among Native people affected as “Sell 

or Starve” (Jewell, 2006; Lazarus, 1999, pp. 71-95).   

Understanding why it was known as such requires an elucidation of the modern history of 

the American bison.  By the 1870s, plains bison populations, which were the primary source 

of livelihood for several Native tribes in the region, had been entirely decimated (Figure 

4.22).  The rapid depletion of the species’ abundance and range is attributed to a 

combination of unsustainable use by Euro-American settlers (Records, 1997, pp. 73-74), 

upscaled Native hunting to trade furs or pay debts to settlers (Isenberg, 2001, p. 193), and 

systematic slaughter by the United States Army for no other purpose but to deliberately 

threaten the livelihood of Native peoples in the area (Smits, 1994).  What was once a 

population of between twenty-five and sixty million individuals in the wild at the time of first 

European contact had been reduced to a few hundred by the late 19th-century (Lueck, 2002; 

M. S. Taylor, 2011).  Therefore, if the survivors of the War for Paha Sapa wanted to survive, 

they had no choice but to sign over the land to the United States Government ("United 

States v. Sioux Nation of Indians," 1979).  As the Agreement was ratified, its commissioners 

reflected on the culpability of the United States in crimes against Native peoples, while 

advocating for orchestrated genocide in the same stroke: 

“Unless immediate and appropriate legislation is made for the protection and 
government of the Indians, they must perish.  Our country must forever bear the 
disgrace and suffer the retribution of its wrong-doing [sic].  Our children’s children 
will tell the sad story in hushed tones, and wonder how their fathers dared so to 
trample on justice and trifle with God.” (United States Senate, 1877). 
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Figure 4.22: Bison skulls awaiting industrial processing in Michigan in 1892. Source: Burton 
Historical Collection (1892). 

The intergenerational plot enacted in Thomas Jefferson’s time had finally come to fruition in 

the Northern Plains, and its fate had been sealed by the boldness of the Gordon Party and 

the duplicity of the United States Government.  In her 1899 memoir, Annie Tallent 

triumphantly recalled the Gordon Party’s expedition and the seizure of Paha Sapa that would 

ensue in the years to follow: 

“Thenceforth the beautiful pine-clad Black Hills were no longer to echo to the shrill 
war-whoop of the Sioux, nor the turf of the fair, smiling valleys lying between, 
respond to their stealthy tread.  In 1874, the campfires of the red man were 
extinguished in the Black Hills, never again to be rekindled.  The spirit of adventure 
and aggression was then abroad in the land; the handwriting was on the wall.  The 
gold-ribbed Black Hills were to be snatched from the grasp of savages, to whom they 
were no longer profitable even as a hunting ground, and given over to the thrift and 
enterprise of the hardy pioneer, who would develop their wonderful resources and 
thereby advance the interests and add to the wealth of our whole country.” (Tallent, 
1899, p. 12). 

Paha Sapa would remain sacred to LDN, Cheyenne, and other Native peoples, and they and 

their descendants would not forget what once was.  However, the War for Paha Sapa and its 

aftermath had forever changed the cultural dynamics of the region, and in the hearts and 

minds of most who lived there, Paha Sapa’s transformation from a Sacred Landscape to a 

Frontier Settlement was complete. 
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4.4. Frontier Settlement 

 

Figure 4.23: The “Frontier Settlement”, the second of Paha Sapa’s cultural periods I analyze 
and discuss in this thesis. 

4.4.1. Frontier Settlement: Introduction 

I have come to believe that any given point in history can be described as both reminiscent 

and unique to varying extents, although some points appear to be more unprecedented than 

others.  The Frontier Settlement era in Paha Sapa was undoubtedly one such case, as the 

predominant norms, material culture, and practices of the time represented something 

entirely new, at the very least within the region itself.  In introducing my historical review 

and analysis of this time, I first feel compelled to reflect upon my experience in researching 

the Frontier Settlement era of Paha Sapa and communicate how this compared to 

researching the region’s Native history and its culture as a Sacred Landscape.  Most of the 

information on the Sacred Landscape’s vast history is only widely available through clues in 

the archaeological record and the inferences that can be drawn from physical evidence.  Oral 

histories, traditions, and beliefs that have existed since at least the Plains Village Period are 

still very much alive, yet these are not widely known or disseminated outside Native 

communities.  In the academic sphere, discourse on the Native history and cultural 

significance of Paha Sapa is also relatively limited, although the works of authors such as 

Sundstrom, Frison, and Parks provide a great deal of insight and elucidation on this front. 
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Conversely, the Frontier Settlement era of Paha Sapa is the subject of abundant personal 

anecdotes and extensive historical documentation that originated during the time and in the 

years since.  This is both a blessing and a curse to the researcher, as a vast array of 

information is available, yet some accounts are so overstated that it becomes difficult to 

distinguish fantasy from reality and analyze the events of the time in a grounded and 

systematic fashion.  The legends of the “Wild West” are so enshrined in literature, film, and 

folklore that they bear a certain likeness to the tales of Ancient Greek mythology.  While it 

remains to be seen whether the legacies of Wild Bill Hickok, Buffalo Bill Cody, and Theodore 

Roosevelt will stand the test of time as have the sagas of Icarus, Sisyphus, and Prometheus, 

such a comparison seems inescapable as I explore the divine irony and tragedy that defined 

the great achievements and follies of the Western Frontier.   

I have done my best here to convey the events of the Frontier Settlement era in a manner 

that tells an impartial story of cultural progression, abstaining from perpetuating the 

ubiquitously romantic portrayals of Euro-American Western settler culture and life around 

the turn of the twentieth century.  However, I hope to emphasize that the romanticization of 

settler life in Paha Sapa and throughout the West has itself been incredibly instrumental, 

both in maintaining the cultural elements of the Frontier Settlement days and in initiating 

the region’s transition to a Tourism & Recreational Area (Section 4.5).  In this section, I 

investigate a series of region-specific events and actors, as well as developments on the 

national level that ultimately precipitated cultural change in Paha Sapa. 

4.4.2. Frontier Settlement: Historical Review 

4.4.2.1. Early Pioneers and Entrepreneurs 

In the years immediately following Custer’s 1874 Expedition and the Gordon Party’s 

territorial encroachment, Euro-American settlers flocked to Paha Sapa under the promise of 

wealth derived from natural resources such as gold and timber (Aken, 1920).  Settlers rapidly 

expanded their presence to the interior of the range, establishing makeshift roads and 

temporary living quarters for workers.  Several “towns” were explicitly named after practices 

of resource extraction, and examples of these included Cyanide, Lead (pronounced “leed” 

after leads, or lodes of ore), and Deadwood (Stennett, 1908).  This illegal settlement was so 

prolific, that by the time Paha Sapa was “officially” ceded under the “Sell or Starve” 
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agreement, significant infrastructure for settlement and gold mining had already been 

established, and the range’s settler population was in the thousands (Kovats, 1978, p. 54; 

Pechan & Groethe, 2005, p. 13).  As the United States government had abandoned all 

pretence of intervention in settler activity in the range (Lazarus, 1999, p. 78), the early 

settlements in Paha Sapa were infamously lawless, exemplifying what is widely considered 

today as the “Wild West” (Pechan & Groethe, 2005, p. 11; D. Smith, 2003) 

One town that epitomized the Frontier Settlement and “Wild West” culture of the region 

was Deadwood, South Dakota.  Located in a gulch in northern Paha Sapa, Deadwood 

appealed to many settlers because of its proximity to gold deposits and forests for logging, 

as well as the relative ease at which extracted resources could be transported out of the 

range.  Within two years of Custer’s 1874 Expedition, Deadwood had become a bustling 

frontier town, and it had 195 businesses and a population of around 3,000 people in 1876 

(Figure 4.24; Pechan & Groethe, 2005, p. 13).  Deadwood also was home to a sizeable 

Chinese-American population, the majority of whom were male, unmarried, and worked on 

nearby mining camps and railroads (Fosha & Leatherman, 2008).  While anti-Chinese 

sentiment was documented in the region, other accounts indicate that the contribution of 

Chinese immigrants and those of Chinese descent to the workforce increased the degree of 

their acceptance within the community (G. K. Anderson, 2001; Fosha & Leatherman, 2008). 
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Figure 4.24:  Enhanced reconstruction of an archival photograph from Deadwood City, 
Dakota Territory in 1876.  Source: “Deadwood, South Dakota” (2011).   

Deadwood is perhaps best-known today for its most prominent citizens, who have achieved 

posthumous “larger-than-life” status.  One such legendary character was James Butler 

Hickok, or “Wild Bill” as he was widely known.  Hickok was widely regarded as a legendary 

gunslinger and gambler in his own time, and this reputation was fueled by often-

exaggerated accounts of his exploits (Rosa, 2013, p. 198). Hickok arrived in Deadwood in July 

of 1876, along with his friends Martha Jane Cannary (A.K.A. “Calamity Jane”) and Charlie 

Udder (T. Turner, 2001, pp. 44-45).  Hickok quickly began to frequent the local saloons for 

games of poker, and on August 1st, he won a large amount of money off a drunk man named 

Jack McCall at Saloon Number 10 on Deadwood’s main street.  He offered to return some of 

McCall’s money, and McCall begrudgingly accepted but viewed Wild Bill’s offer as an insult.  

The following day, Hickok returned to the same saloon to play poker again and sat with his 

back to the entrance.  McCall entered the saloon and shot Hickok in the back of the head, 

instantaneously ending the life of the reputedly invincible gunslinger (Rosa, 2012, p. 298).   

Following this incident, calls resounded throughout the town for some semblance of law 

enforcement.  McCall went on the run, and was eventually tracked down and hanged in 

Yankton, South Dakota (T. Turner, 2001, p. 160).  Hardware store owner and former 

Montana law-enforcement officer Seth Bullock, who had arrived in Deadwood on the day 

before Hickok’s death, was elected the town’s first sheriff (Dary, 2007, pp. 117-119).  As 
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sheriff, Bullock was faced with the difficult task of enforcing the law while navigating a 

tenuous relationship with several of the town’s influential criminal denizens including Al 

Swearengen, who ran various forms of organized crime from his Gem Theater brothel 

(McClintock, 2000, pp. 65-69).  Bullock would later meet and develop a close friendship with 

future U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt during Roosevelt’s time hunting and ranching in 

the Western Territories (Stephens, 2017, p. 256).  Bullock’s successes in establishing order in 

Deadwood against seemingly insurmountable odds were widely praised (Dary, 2007, pp. 

119-120), and he would ultimately gain national recognition in the early twentieth century 

(See Section 4.5). 

While Bullock and his deputies struggled to keep the peace in Deadwood, the gold mining 

industry throughout Paha Sapa continued to grow at an astounding rate.  In 1877, mining 

entrepreneur George Hearst and his partners Lloyd Tevis and James Ben Ali Haggin 

purchased the rights for the Homestake Gold Deposit in Lead (D. Smith, 2003).  Within a 

year, they had established an incredibly efficient operation for extracting ore from the large, 

low-grade ore vein and selling it throughout the region (Rickard, 1922, pp. 173-174).  Hearst 

engaged in several ruthless practices in Paha Sapa to consolidate his holdings in the region, 

including the alleged murder of at least one miner who refused to sell his claim and the 

acquisition of Deadwood newspapers to propagate desired narratives (D. Smith, 2003).  

Hearst listed the Homestake Mine on the New York Stock Exchange in 1879 and left the 

region for pursuits in politics, horse racing, and the transcontinental railroad industry.  

Hearst’s ventures before, during, and after his time in Paha Sapa enabled him to become 

extremely rich, and he controlled just under 1/700th of the United States’ Gross National 

Product at the time of his death in 1893 (Klepper & Gunther, 1996, p. xiii).  Hearst’s only 

child, William Randolph, who was four-years-old at the time that George began his venture 

in Paha Sapa, would later further bolster his family’s massive fortune as the United States’ 

first media mogul (Nasaw, 2001, pp. xiii-xiv).  William Randolph Hearst is presently regarded 

as one of the most influential people in American History and was the primary inspiration for 

the main character in Orson Welles’ 1941 seminal film Citizen Kane (L. Mulvey, 2017; Nasaw, 

2001, pp. 565-574). 

 

 



131 CHAPTER 4: HISTORICAL CULTURES OF PAHA SAPA 
 

4.4.2.2. Continued Colonization and Commodification of Native Life 

While Paha Sapa was almost entirely occupied by Euro-American settlers by the late 1870s, 

acts of colonization of Native peoples in the region and elsewhere continued.  In 1879, a 

military Barracks in Carlisle, Virginia was converted into the Carlisle Indian Industrial School.  

The purpose of the school was to teach and enforce Euro-American decorum and customs to 

children from a variety of eastern Native nations, thereby assimilating them into the 

predominant society of the United States (Malmsheimer, 1985).  The Carlisle School’s 

founder and first headmaster, Captain Richard Henry Pratt, believed that such “re-

education” was the only hope to reconcile the past and future of race relations, and this 

sentiment was encapsulated in his motto: “Kill the Indian; save the man” (Bess, 2000).  Upon 

arrival at the school, officials would change students’ names, shear their hair (a practice 

considered degrading to many Native peoples), and mandate that they wear the common 

dress of Euro-American society (Malmsheimer, 1985; Standing Bear, 2006a).  The education 

of young men was heavily militarized, and various forms of severe corporal punishment 

were administered to male and female students who did not comply with strict regulations 

(Trennert, 1989).  However, the greatest impact of the school were the hundreds of children 

who died on its grounds, primarily due to tuberculosis and other infectious diseases for 

which they had little immunity (Hoerig, 2002).  Carlisle was the first of many such schools 

that were established throughout the United States, and the BIA played a direct role in the 

management of Carlisle and other boarding schools that followed in its example (Banks & 

Erdoes, 2005, pp. 29-38). 

As the Native way of life was condemned in facilities such as Carlisle, it was concurrently 

commodified for the purpose of entertainment elsewhere.  “Wild West Shows” began to 

tour throughout the United States and Canada, and these performances featured romantic 

depictions of life on the frontier and dramatized reenactments of the events in the Wars of 

the Great Plains such as the Battle of the Little Bighorn (Matteoni, 2015, pp. 188-189).  Some 

shows exploited Native performers and depicted their culture as violent and brutal, while 

casting Euro-American historical figures such as George Armstrong Custer as heroes and 

martyrs (Figure 4.25, A; McNenly, 2012, p. 45).  In 1881, Hunkpapa Lakota chief Sitting Bull, 

who had led Native forces alongside Crazy Horse in the War for Paha Sapa, returned from 

Canada with 194 other people and surrendered to the United States Government (Dickson, 
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2010, pp. 23-33).  Four years later, he joined Buffalo Bill’s Wild West, a famous Wild West 

show led by William “Buffalo Bill” Cody (Figure 4.25, B).  In his role as a performer, Sitting 

Bull sought to increase visibility and understanding of Native people and narratives, and this 

desire was reflected in several speeches he gave on his hope for reconciliation between 

people of Native and Euro-American descent (Standing Bear, 2006b, p. 185).  Sitting Bull 

toured with Cody for four months, then returned to his home on the Standing Rock 

Reservation in Northern South Dakota and Southern North Dakota, two states within the 

former Dakota territory that had been admitted to the Union in 1889 (Matteoni, 2015, p. 

190).  

A.          B. 

              

Figure 4.25: [A] Scene from Pawnee Bill’s Wild West Show in 1905 depicting Sitting Bull 
(performer) brutally murdering a heroic Custer at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. Source: 
McNenly (2012) [B] The real Sitting Bull and William “Buffalo Bill” Cody in Cody’s 1885 show 
in Montreal, Canada.  Source: Bridger (2002). 

While the United States’ conquest of the Western Territories was remembered with fond 

nostalgia within Euro-American society, it was viewed very differently by Native people on 

the reservations.  In 1889, a spiritual leader named Wovoka of the Paiute Tribe in present-

day Nevada had a vision that he sought to spread throughout the country.  In Wovoka’s 

premonition, the Native people who had died in battle or from disease were resurrected, the 

large herds of bison were returned, and the impacts of colonization on the land and its 
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people were gone forever (Matteoni, 2015, pp. 232-233).  Wovoka prophesized that this 

vision would come to pass if Native people lived principled lives and regularly performed a 

traditional-style circle dance known as the Ghost Dance.  Ghost Dancers also wore “ghost 

shirts”, which reputedly made them immune from bullets (J. Mooney, 1991, p. 796).  As the 

social and environmental consequences of colonization were very fresh and hard-felt by 

Native communities throughout the continent, the appeal of the Ghost Dance was broad, 

and its influence spread rapidly.  While Wovoka’s teachings portrayed the Ghost Dance as a 

somber practice of remembrance, many within European society saw it as a threatening call 

to action that would inevitably result in violence (Matteoni, 2015, pp. 233-235).  

Furthermore, Native religious ceremonies such as the Sun Dance and pipe ceremony had 

been deemed illegal under the Indian Religious Crimes Code passed by Congress in 1883 

(Irwin, 1997). 

The Ghost Dance reached the Lakota people in the region surrounding Paha Sapa in the 

winter of 1889, in a time of severe cold and drought (Matteoni, 2015, p. 231).  Sitting Bull 

allowed a Ghost Dance to take place in his camp at Standing Rock in 1890, and this was 

interpreted as an act of dissent by the reservation police.  On December 15th, under the 

orders of U.S. Indian Agent James McLaughlin, police entered Sitting Bull’s Camp and 

attempted to arrest him (Utley, 2004, pp. 155-157).  When Sitting Bull refused to comply 

with their demands, police tried to force him to mount a horse, and one of Sitting Bull’s 

followers opened fire.  The ensuing firefight resulted in the deaths of eight policemen and 

eight Lakota warriors, including Sitting Bull himself (Dippie, 1982; Matteoni, 2015, pp. 281-

283).  After Sitting Bull’s death, U.S. authorities feared retaliation from LDN peoples across 

the region and began to take measures they believed to be preemptive (Viola, 2003).   

Fourteen days later, on December 29th, 1890, a group of U.S. Army soldiers entered a 

Miniconjou Lakota camp within the Pine Ridge reservation (just southeast of Paha Sapa) on 

the banks of Wounded Knee Creek.  There they attempted to confiscate weapons from the 

men in the camp prior to their relocation to the town of Pine Ridge.  Some historical 

accounts describe that a young deaf warrior named Black Coyote did not understand what 

was happening and held onto his rifle (Pesantubbee, 2006).  Black Coyote’s weapon went off 

as a soldier tried to wrestle it from his arms, and several alarmed soldiers began to open fire 

on the people of the camp.  The Army also opened fire with the Hotchkiss guns they had 
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positioned on the hill above.  By the time the fighting was over, between 250 and 300 Native 

people had been killed, around two-thirds of whom were women and children (Brown, 2007, 

pp. 179-180).  

This incident became known as the “Battle of Wounded Knee” in settler society, and twenty 

soldiers were awarded The Medal of Honor, the U.S. military’s highest commendation, for 

their role in the killings (Grua, 2015, p. 55).  The Wounded Knee Massacre, as it is now widely 

known (Figure 4.26), was viewed by many at the time as the symbolic end of Lakota 

resistance to Frontier-era colonization (Brown, 2007, p. 181) and the conclusion of “The 

Ghost Dance War” (Andersson, 2008, p. 290; Eastman, 1945).  The Ghost Dance itself, 

however, did not disappear, but rather went underground as private ceremony which would 

later resurface (See Section 4.6; Goldberg, 2000; Sayer, 2000). 

 

Figure 4.26: Mass burial of the Lakota dead at the Wounded Knee Massacre, 1890.  Source 
Northwestern Photo Company (1891). 

In 1898, The Rapid City Indian School (Figure 4.27) was opened in the eastern foothills of 

Paha Sapa, and students from the Pine Ridge, Rosebud, and Cheyenne River Reservations 

were enrolled (Riney, 1998).  This was the first culturally assimilative boarding school in the 

region, and the facility replicated several of the organizational and disciplinary practices of 

the Carlisle Indian School in Virginia (Riney, 1999, pp. 141-150).  Young men and women 

were educated separately, and living quarters and classrooms were cramped, which resulted 

in an adverse environment for students.  Forty-four children died from disease and 
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malnutrition at the school, and two were killed by a train while running away to find their 

families (Guttierez, 2019).  The school operated until 1933, at which point it was converted 

to a hospital to treat tuberculosis patients (Riney, 1999, pp. 26-28). Several individuals and 

groups today are dedicated to researching and disseminating the history of the Rapid City 

Indian School (Huntington, 2017), and surviving students have provided testimony in recent 

decades recalling their experiences there (See Section 4.6; Riney, 1998). 

 

Figure 4.27: Pupils line up outside Rapid City Indian School; a culturally assimilative facility 
which operated from 1898 to 1933 in the eastern foothills of Paha Sapa.  Source: (Guttierez, 
2019). 

4.4.2.3. Frontier Epistemologies: Frederick Jackson Turner and “Buffalo Bill” Cody 

No analysis of the philosophy and culture of the West would be complete without a 

discussion of Dr. Frederick Jackson Turner’s Frontier Thesis, Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West 

show, and the far-reaching influences of both on public sentiment throughout the United 

States.  In 1893, little-known 32-year-old environmental historian and recent PhD graduate 

Dr. Frederick Jackson Turner travelled from his home in Madison, Wisconsin to Chicago, 

Illinois.  The occasion was the World’s Columbian Exposition (Chicago World’s Fair), which 

commemorated the four-hundred-year anniversary of Christopher Columbus’ arrival in the 

North American continent in 1492 (White, 1994). The Fair was a large-scale, international 

event, and throughout its six-month run time, it hosted over twenty-seven million visitors 

(McNamara, 2004).  Among the technological and culinary innovations showcased at the fair 
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were the first edible brownie, Thomas Edison’s phosphorescent lamps, and the first electric 

automobile (Bolotin & Laing, 2002; E. Larson, 2004).  A sixty-five-foot-tall statue known as 

The Statue of The Republic and The Great Basin water pool, which represented Columbus’ 

journey across the Atlantic Ocean, were constructed specifically for the venue and served as 

centerpieces of the fairgrounds (Figure 4.28; Appelbaum, 1980). 

 

Figure 4.28: Central district of the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair, featuring the Statue of The 
Republic and the Great Basin water pool.  Source: C. D. Arnold and Higinbotham (2007). 

On July 12th, Turner (Figure 4.29, A) first presented what would become his seminal paper: 

“The Significance of the Frontier in American History” (F. J. Turner, 1893).  Turner’s “Frontier 

Thesis”, as it is became widely known, centered around the argument that the existence of 

the Western Frontier, more so than any other element of geography and history, was 

fundamental to the development of the character of the United States of America as a 

nation.  In Turner’s view, the settler culture of the West encouraged the adoption of rugged 

individualism and the rejection of the quintessentially “European” cultural norm of 

centralized power and authority (F. J. Turner, 1893).  This, he contended, led to the birth and 

rebirth of an entirely novel and unprecedented national identity, and it was therefore the 

Louisiana Purchase, not the American Revolution, that was the single most formative event 

in the history of the nation (J. J. Ellis, 2007, p. 207).  The “Frontier” that Turner described, 

once clearly defined by a “frontier line”, gradually shrank as significant regions including 

Paha Sapa (which Turner mentioned specifically) were occupied by Euro-American settlers 
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(F. J. Turner, 1893).  Turner closed his address at the Chicago World’s Fair with the following 

statement, leaving listeners to wonder what would happen to the nation now that the once-

wild frontier had been tamed: 

“And now, four centuries from the discovery of America, at the end of a hundred 
years of life under the Constitution, the frontier has gone, and with its going has 
closed the first period of American history” (F. J. Turner, 1893). 

Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Show, then called Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and Congress of 

Rough Riders of the World (Figure 4.29, B) was also performing just outside of The Fair at the 

time of Turner’s address, and historian Richard White describes the convergence of Turner 

and Cody’s narratives on the West at the same place and time as “a happy coincidence for 

historians” (White, 1994).  While Turner and Cody both spoke of the same subject, their 

conceptualizations of the West were very different.  White writes: 

“Turner and Bill told separate stories; indeed, each contradicted the other in 
significant ways […]. These different stories demanded different lead characters: the 
true pioneer for Turner was the farmer; for Buffalo Bill, the scout […]. In Turner’s 
telling, the tools of civilization were the axe and the plow; in Buffalo Bill’s, the rifle 
and bullet.” (White, 1994) 

White argues that despite Turner and Cody’s very different interpretations of “America’s 

frontier myth”, both were successful in romanticizing the Western Frontier, and propagating 

its influence on American culture and identity (White, 1994).   
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A.         B. 

                  

Figure 4.29: [A] Dr. Frederick Jackson Turner in 1904.  Source: E. D. Cronon (1995, p. 297) [B] 
Promotional poster for Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and Congress of Rough Riders of the World 
outside the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair.  Source: White (1994). 

While Turner was a relatively anonymous historian at the time of his address at the Chicago 

World’s Fair, the subsequent publication of his Frontier Thesis in Proceedings of the State 

Historical Society of Wisconsin sent shockwaves throughout the academic community 

(Bonazzi, 1993).  At the time, the “Germanic Germ” theory, which held that America’s 

democratic institutions were derived from the inherent racial inclinations of Euro-Americans’ 

Anglo-Saxon ancestors, was the predominant school of thought.  Turner’s assertion that the 

frontier environment gave rise to democracy (nurture rather than nature) refuted this 

theory’s core foundation (Coleman, 1966; Ostrander, 1958) and directly contradicted several 

of the writings of Turner’s own PhD advisor, the prominent historian Herbert Baxter Adams 

(Fidler, Coroneos, & Tamburro, 1975).  However, Turner’s Frontier Thesis quickly extended 

beyond academia into public school curricula throughout the country, where it would 

remain essentially unchallenged for several decades (See Section 4.6; Bogue, 1994).  Turner 

himself rapidly rose to a level of fame rarely achieved by historians, and he was widely 

viewed as the foremost authority on American history (E. D. Cronon, 1995; W. Cronon, 

1987).  Meanwhile, the fair provided a boost to the popularity of Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild 

West show, which continued to tour throughout the United States and Europe (Kasson, 

2015, pp. 199-200). 
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The messages spread by Frederick Jackson Turner and Buffalo Bill Cody were accepted by 

many Americans, and it would be fair to characterize the two as the most influential frontier 

storytellers of the generation (White, 1994).  Turner and Cody’s portrayals of the West 

fueled American exceptionalism, or the idea that the United States represented something 

entirely new and inherently different from any nation in the history of the Earth (Lipset, 

1996; Tyrrell, 1991).  Perhaps no small part of their broad appeal could be attributed to their 

respective narratives’ reinforcement of national pride, and presumptive ex post facto 

justification for Westward Expansion and colonialism.  Both men asserted that the “Frontier” 

that once existed was gone (White, 1994), thus sowing a nostalgia for a place and time that 

many of Turner’s readers and members of Cody’s audiences had never experienced.  This 

construction of an American identity with the Western Frontier at its center would have far-

reaching consequences, as the stage was effectively set for western aggrandizement to 

proliferate throughout the nation. 

4.4.2.4. Theodore Roosevelt and Western Aggrandizement in the Progressive Era 

The turn of the twentieth century brought rapid economic growth to the United States, 

further fuelling the country’s expansionist trajectory, and technological innovations including 

the development of the telephone enabled unprecedented military coordination (Gould, 

1980, pp. 91-93).  In the years following the Spanish-American War in 1898, President 

William McKinley significantly expanded the United States’ international influence by 

acquiring the territories of Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines from Spain (Gould, 1980, 

pp. 142-143), and by annexing The Republic of Hawaii in the explicit name of Manifest 

Destiny (Morgan, 2003, p. 225).  These developments combined with intervention in China 

signalled to the world that the United States of America’s status as a military and industrial 

superpower extended beyond the North American continent.  In September of 1901, 

McKinley was assassinated, and Vice President Theodore Roosevelt took office as the 26th 

President of the United States (S. Miller, 2011, pp. 321-330; Rauchway, 2007, pp. 83-112). 

In many respects, Roosevelt embodied the rugged individualism and independence 

envisioned in Frederick Jackson Turner’s Frontier Thesis.  At the time of his election, 

Roosevelt had hunted bison in North and South Dakota (Morrisey, 2009, p. 41), published 

numerous books on Western settler life (e.g.; Roosevelt, 1885; Roosevelt, 1889, 1893), and 

fought in the “Rough Riders” Cavalry Regiment in the Spanish-American War alongside 
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Colonel Leonard Wood (De Quesada, 2013).  Roosevelt stayed true to this persona in his role 

as president, taking several “bold” actions including “trust-busting” of monopolistic 

businesses (Muncy, 1997), regulating of food and pharmaceutical safety (D. R. Johnson, 

1982; L. C. Wade, 1991), and stipulating fair pay for industrial workers (Grossman, 1975).  

Through this fearlessness in confronting powerful business interests, Roosevelt quickly 

became popular among the American people.  However, several of his opponents, including 

several Western senators and representatives as well as William Randolph Hearst, accused 

him of overreaching his authority (N. Miller, 1992, pp. 469-471; Neuzil, 1996). 

Perhaps the most audacious and unprecedented action Roosevelt took as president was his 

implementation of a range of policies relating to environmental conservation, and he 

developed a strong stance on this issue during his time in Dakota Territory (Brands, 2019, p. 

189).  More so than any of his twenty-five presidential predecessors, Roosevelt explicitly 

advocated for the protection of landforms and ecosystems from industrial pollution, 

resource extraction, and infrastructure development (Figure 4.30; Bakari, 2017).  As 

congressional approval for such protections was often difficult to secure, Roosevelt routinely 

exercised the unilateral presidential authority of executive order, issuing over four-times as 

many executive orders as any other single president and just shy of the amount issued by 

the first twenty-five presidents combined (Dodds, 2013, pp. 144-146).  One notable 

environmental policy implemented under Roosevelt’s administration was the Antiquities Act 

of 1906, which granted the President the authority to create (but not rescind) protections 

for public lands (McManamon, 2014).  This act enabled him to establish eighteen “National 

Monuments”, the first of which was “Devil’s Tower” (Bear Lodge) in Paha Sapa 

(McManamon, 2014).  Overall, Roosevelt used his executive authority to provision around 

230 million acres (930,000 square kilometres) of protected land (DiPeso, 2002; Kushlan, 

2011).  The sentiment with which he regarded the environment was encapsulated in his 

famous quote: 

“Here is your country. Cherish these natural wonders, cherish the natural resources, 
cherish the history and romance as a sacred heritage, for your children and your 
children's children. Do not let selfish men or greedy interests skin your country of its 
beauty, its riches or its romance.” (West, 2015, p. vii) 
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Figure 4.30: President Theodore Roosevelt (left) and naturalist and Sierra Club founder John 
Muir in 1903 on Glacier Point, Yosemite Valley, California.  Source:  United States Library of 
Congress (2020c). 

While Roosevelt demonstrated compassion toward landmarks and non-human life forms 

throughout the country and fought for their protection, his sentiments toward the people 

Native to those environments were not as inclusive.  He expressed admiration for Native 

people’s self-sufficiency and relationship with the land, as well as their prowess in battle.  

However, like many people of his cultural heritage including his close friend John Muir, he 

believed that Euro-Americans were inherently more advanced than Natives on a linear scale 

from “savagery” to “civilization” (Dyer, 1992, pp. 69-73; Merchant, 2003).  In his 1889 book 

The Winning of the West, Roosevelt wrote, “[The Native and the frontier settler] represented 

two stages of progress, ages apart; and it would have needed many centuries to bring the 

lower to the level of the higher” (Roosevelt, 1924, pp. 105-106, XII).  Roosevelt believed that 

some tribes were more compatible with American civilization than others, though he ranked 

the migratory bison-hunting tribes of the Great Plains such as the Lakota and Cheyenne as 

the least compatible and most uncivilized among all Natives (Dyer, 1992, p. 70; Roosevelt, 

1924, pp. 64-65).  Furthermore, while Roosevelt’s policies of creating National Monuments 

and Parks were popular at the time and these efforts are still widely lauded today, the 

human toll of displacing Native peoples to establish such areas was and is rarely 

acknowledged (Merchant, 2003; Spence, 1999). 
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Both Roosevelt and his Presidential successor, William Howard Taft, advanced the 

aggrandizement of the values and lifestyles of 19th-century western settlers (4.31).  This 

involved the glorification of Western environments, of the hardy and self-sufficient lifestyle 

of pioneers, and of historical frontier figures such as Custer (Dorsey & Harlow, 2003).  

However, unlike Roosevelt, Taft took a passive approach to environmental conservation and 

was reluctant to implement land protections without congressional approval (Bates, 1957).  

After it was discovered that Taft was connected to the approval of a fraudulent claim to 

mine for coal on protected lands in Alaska, many Americans became suspicious that he had 

undermined Roosevelt’s environmentalist and anti-trust legacy (Bates, 1957; Kolasky, 2010).  

This incident was the start of a growing schism between Taft and Roosevelt, which 

culminated when Roosevelt decided to run against Taft in the 1912 Presidential Election as a 

third-party candidate.  Roosevelt’s candidacy effectively split the Republican vote, and both 

men lost the election to Democratic candidate Woodrow Wilson (Brands, 2019, p. 717). 

 

Figure 4.31: President William Howard Taft delivers a speech at the unveiling of a statue of 
Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer in Monroe, Michigan in 1910.  Custer’s widow, 
Libbie Custer, is pictured in a black dress and hat at the far left of the frame.  Sources: 
DeGregorio (1984, p. 133); Elliott (2008, p. 77). 

In the early 1910s, Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West show was still touring throughout the 

United States, Canada, and Europe.  In this period of William Cody’s life, he publicly spoke 

out in favour of Native peoples’ rights and defended the actions of the tribes in the Wars of 

the Great Plains while condemning the territorial overreach and broken promises of the 
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United States’ Government (R. L. Wilson & Martin, 1998, p. 316).  Cody also advocated for 

women’s voting rights and equal pay (Herman, 2001), and spoke out for the protection of 

Western environments and non-human life (R. L. Wilson & Martin, 1998).  Buffalo Bill’s Wild 

West finally closed in 1913, and Cody retired to live his final days in Wyoming before his 

death in 1917 (Kasson, 2015, pp. 154, 272).  Cody’s legacy is a complicated one, and 

historians offer various interpretations of his motives, intentions, and personal growth 

(Bridger, 2002; Kasson, 2015; White, 1994).  However, the magnitude of Buffalo Bill Cody’s 

contribution to American identity, collective memory, and the novel “Western” genre of 

storytelling remains undisputed. 

These early years of the 19th century, marked by the presidencies of Roosevelt, Taft and 

Wilson and bounded by the outbreak of the First World War in 1917, are widely referred to 

today as “The Progressive Era” of American history (P. E. Arnold, 2003; Diner, 1997; 

Johnston, 2002).  Many of the ideals of The Era’s signature movements, such as women’s 

suffrage, educational and labor reforms, and the prohibition of alcohol, arose from 

widespread dissatisfaction with economic and social systems (Perry, 2002; Szymanski, 2003).  

Meanwhile, the ethos of the mythical American West, with Paha Sapa at its center, was 

continually strengthened through the tales of Buffalo Bill Cody, Frederick Jackson Turner, 

and Theodore Roosevelt.   As what many at the time perceived as moral decay ravaged the 

cities to the East, images of a wild frontier untouched by industrialization and urban sprawl 

became ever more appealing.  It would be some time yet before the potential of this 

portrayal as a tourism asset would be fully realized, but once it was, Paha Sapa’s 

transformation from a Frontier Settlement to a Tourism & Recreational Area was underway. 
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4.4.3. Frontier Settlement: Cultural Analysis 

 

Figure 4.32: Norms, Material Culture, and Practices of the Frontier Settlement of Paha Sapa, 
analyzed in this section using the Cultures Framework. 

4.4.3.1. Norms 

Environmental Philosophy 

The prevailing environmental philosophy among Euro-American settlers during the Frontier 

Settlement days in Paha Sapa could be described as integral to several aspects of the 

region’s colonial history.  In this sense, it was similar to the dominant environmental 

philosophy during the known history of the Sacred Landscape, as both were central 

elements of their respective cultures from which other beliefs and behaviors emanated.  

However, this is perhaps the only similarity shared between two philosophies which, at first 

glance and upon closer inspection, appear to be diametrically opposed.  In describing and 

analyzing the environmental philosophy of the Frontier Settlement, it is important to 

address two facets of its character: (i) how people regarded the natural environment as a 

whole and (ii) what they perceived the environments of “The frontier”, and more 

specifically, Paha Sapa, to represent.   

The Frontier Settlement’s environmental philosophy was largely based on the assumption 

that humans were separate from the land and its non-human inhabitants, rather than 

connected to them as in the Lakota belief system of Mitákuye Oyás’iŋ.  This doctrine of 
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separation may at least somewhat be attributed to notions of dominion derived from 

religion.  To be more specific, a widespread interpretation of passages from the Holy Bible’s 

Book of Genesis at the time of Westward Expansion was that humans alone were created in 

the image of a divine being, and everything else on Earth existed to serve their needs.  As 

might be expected, this hierarchical conceptualization of nature encouraged entitlement to 

the Earth and its resources, and by extension, disregard for the welfare of the land or its 

non-human inhabitants (Hitzhusen, 2007; L. H. Steffen, 1992).  I describe specific physical 

manifestations of this anthropocentric mindset in my analysis of practices in the Frontier 

Settlement period.  However, one notable philosophical example of anthropocentrism at the 

time was that the most appealing aspect of Paha Sapa to the first Euro-American settlers 

was gold, a resource that had no utility apart from its abstract value within society.  In Black 

Elk Speaks, Black Elk explains that the Lakota people found the Wasichús’ insatiable appetite 

for an essentially useless resource particularly perplexing (Neihardt, 2014, p. 49). 

Complementary to prevailing attitudes concerning the natural environment as a whole were 

beliefs regarding the specific environment of The Western Frontier.  Many settlers viewed 

the “untamed” environment of the Western Territories as a place where they could reinvent 

themselves and achieve a fresh start for themselves and their families.  To some, the West’s 

freedom from entrenched power structures meant an opportunity at a more anarchic 

lifestyle.  This was particularly true in Paha Sapa, as The United States’ reluctance to enforce 

the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868 enabled settlements like Deadwood to become 

infamously lawless (Lazarus, 1999, p. 78; Pechan & Groethe, 2005, p. 11).  Settlers flocked to 

Paha Sapa under promises of individual wealth and fame, though few would fully attain the 

extent of what they imagined.  In retrospect, Frederick Jackson Turner and Buffalo Bill Cody 

both maintained that much of the beauty and allure of the frontier came from its wildness 

(White, 1994).  They believed that with each road built and field plowed, a modicum of 

freedom and opportunity dissipated, and this continued until the once-wild West was almost 

entirely unrecognizable.  While experiencing still-awe-inspiring environments or living one’s 

life in a traditional settler fashion could induce some semblance of understanding of what 

once was, the true frontier at the height of its symbolism could never exist again. 

It was perhaps from this prevailing sentiment that the first environmental conservation 

efforts in the United States’ originated.  Theodore Roosevelt had lived in both the Western 
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Territories and Eastern states, and he had personally witnessed the natural beauty of the 

frontier as well as the consequences of environmental overexploitation.  This experience 

undoubtedly informed his personal view on conservation, yet his policies would never have 

been so popular had his message not resonated with a large proportion of Americans.  To 

those in the East, the ravages of rapid industrialization and pollution were immediately 

apparent, and a return to a romantic Western lifestyle presented in Turner or Cody’s 

portrayals was a welcome alternative (White, 1994).  However, Roosevelt’s stance on 

conservation was far less accepted in the West itself (G. M. McCarthy, 1977; N. Miller, 1992, 

pp. 469-471), suggesting that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many 

rural Westerners did not fully appreciate the finite nature of land and natural resources. 

Legends, Folklore, and Worship 

The foremost narrative that unified the legends, folklore, and worship of the Frontier 

Settlement of Paha Sapa was that of Manifest Destiny.  Even in the decades before a 

consistent Euro-American presence was established in Paha Sapa, many Americans 

subscribed to the doctrine that “civilization” had progressively advanced westward 

throughout human history.  This view was promptly married to the religious inference that 

Euro-American, Christian settlers were ordained with divine providence to reach and inhabit 

the mythical “promised land” to the West (McCrisken, 2002, p. 68; Rathbun, 2001, p. 483).  

As the United States had been incredibly successful in securing territory under the Louisiana 

Purchase and Indian Removal Act (J. J. Ellis, 2007, pp. 207-208; Prucha, 1995), the notion 

that Euro-Americans would one day occupy the entirety of the West appeared to be a 

foregone conclusion.  Manifest Destiny as a cultural paradigm was more informed by 

doctrine and propaganda than evidence, so describing it in a section dedicated to legends 

and folklore seems appropriate.  However, the history of Manifest Destiny serves to 

illustrate that some myths need only to be believed to be realized. 

Apart from the overarching belief in Manifest Destiny, several legends of the American West 

were derived from cults of personality surrounding the characters who purportedly 

exemplified western life.  Several individuals with direct connection to Paha Sapa including 

George Armstrong Custer, Wild Bill Hickok, and Sitting Bull achieved a mythical level of 

celebrity even within their own lifetimes (Connell, 1997; Matteoni, 2015; Rosa, 2012).  

However, perhaps even more ubiquitous than any one individual was the faceless “hardy 
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pioneer”.  Annie Tallent, Frederick Jackson Turner, John Gast, and Buffalo Bill Cody each 

presented a slightly different version of this person, though all of their imaginings shared 

certain assumed characteristics.  The pioneer was white, Christian, possessed a broad range 

of survival skills, and was either morally righteous or a ruthless outlaw.  To many within 

Euro-American society at the time, the perceived abundance of such individuals defined 

notions of identity within the complex culture of the “Frontier”. 

Cultural Inclusivity 

While the West offered a range of opportunities for Euro-American individuals and families, 

the opposite was true for those of other cultural heritages.  Following the abolition of 

slavery, some African Americans successfully settled in the Western Territories under the 

Homestead Acts (Friefeld, Eckstrom, & Edwards, 2019), though most were actively excluded 

from the application process (Valocchi, 1994).  Throughout the West and in the region 

surrounding Paha Sapa specifically, Native people were systematically oppressed, and their 

cultures were concurrently homogenized and fragmented (Brown, 2007).  In presenting The 

Frontier as a place of “free land” and boundless opportunity, Frederick Jackson Turner 

ignored the very different West experienced by people of color, women, and people of low 

socioeconomic status (Scharff et al., 2000).  This, as time would tell, would become a major 

critique of his work in the mid-twentieth century (See Section 4.6). 

Some within Euro-American society, such as notable field surgeon, topographer, and Indian 

Agent Valentine McGillycuddy, sought to promote peaceful relations and understanding 

between cultures in Paha Sapa (Cerney & Sago, 2011, pp. 19, 21; Moulton, 2015).  However, 

these individuals were far outnumbered by those who believed that non-Euro-American 

cultures were largely incompatible with the Manifest Destiny of the nation.  Some ethnic 

groups, such as the early Chinese American and Jewish populations in Deadwood, were likely 

more accepted because many worked as laborers in industrial professions, and therefore 

furthered the western spread of “civilization” (G. K. Anderson, 2001; Fosha & Leatherman, 

2008; Stanton, 2011).   On the other hand, relations with those such as the Lakota who 

espoused an entirely different lifestyle were perceived as irreconcilable (Dyer, 1992, p. 70; 

Roosevelt, 1924, pp. 64-65, X).  Historical insights such as Annie Tallent’s comments on the 

inherent incompatibility of settlers and Natives (e.g.; Tallent, 1899, pp. 3, 93) are 

unquestionably problematic from a contemporary standpoint of cultural inclusivity and 
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understanding.  However, the fact that her writings were published and widely acclaimed in 

the late nineteenth century (Gevik, 2016) provides considerable insight into baseline 

attitudes surrounding race and culture at the time. 

Many believed that peaceful coexistence of people of varying cultural heritages could only 

be achieved through forcible assimilation of ethnic minorities to Euro-American society.  

Institutions such as the Carlisle and Rapid City Indian Schools operated under this principle, 

and these facilities did more to erode cultural relations than to strengthen them (Bess, 2000; 

Riney, 1998).  In several cases throughout the United States where assimilation of Native or 

African American people was abandoned, forced sterilization was implemented (Pegoraro, 

2015; Valenza, 1985).  Paradoxically, as minority cultures were actively repressed, Native 

and African American cultures were misrepresented and commodified as entertainment in 

Wild West shows (McNenly, 2012, p. 45) and minstrel shows (Bloomquist, 2015), 

respectively.  The possibility that Euro-American society might revisit or even slightly adjust 

its own ideals to nurture a more inclusive environment for other cultures was seemingly 

scarcely considered, or at least never gained public support. 

Figure 4.33 summarizes the Norms of the Frontier Settlement of Paha Sapa. 

 

Figure 4.33: Norms of Paha Sapa as a Frontier Settlement. 
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4.4.3.2. Material Culture 

Resource Use 

The utilization of natural resources in the Frontier Settlement period differed substantially 

from resource applications throughout the thirteen prior millennia of Paha Sapa’s human 

history.  Native peoples refined the use of specific plant and animal products (most notably 

bison), though apart from the brief experimental forays of the Middle Archaic Period, the 

range of resources they utilized was relatively limited (L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 13).  On the 

other hand, the first Euro-Americans to settle within and around Paha Sapa employed 

unprecedented methods to obtain previously untapped resources.  These included the 

range’s timber, gold, and a total of forty-six additional minerals from the ground (Nekola, 

2018).  Also, while limited agriculture had existed in the Plains Village Periods in the form of 

maize cultivation, Euro-American pioneers brought the first domesticated livestock and 

transformed the surrounding plains into farms and ranches (Sanderson, 2011). 

The novel resource regime established by Euro-American settlers relied heavily on extractive 

industries.  Gold mining and logging were the first extractive industries to be employed in 

Paha Sapa in the 1870s, and coal mining began in the Powder River Basin in the 1910s and 

‘20s (Flores, 1999).  In some cases, extracted resources were directly used for the extraction 

of different resources.  For instance, the initial primary function of the Wyodak coal mine 

near present-day Gillette, Wyoming was to provide fuel for the Homestake Gold Mine in 

Lead (Mitchell, 2009, p. 1921).  While resource use and extraction in the Frontier Settlement 

of Paha Sapa were diverse and efficient, they placed the region on an unsustainable 

trajectory which would result in a range of adverse environmental impacts.  

Accommodation 

As Paha Sapa transformed from a Sacred Landscape to a Frontier Settlement, predominant 

forms of accommodation also underwent dramatic changes.  In transit to Paha Sapa and 

other destinations in the West, Euro-American settlers resided in communal wagon trains 

(LaSalle, 2011; McLynn, 2007).  These migratory compounds shared many similarities with 

the nomadic Native communities of the Great Plains, including collaborative hunting and 

foraging, relative parity of material wealth and possessions among community members, 

and honor-driven self-governance (McLynn, 2007, p. 233).  However, once they arrived at 
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their destination, different styles of accommodation developed.  The Gordon Stockade was 

built to be fixed in place and occupied throughout all four seasons (McClintock, 2000, pp. 27-

28; Tallent, 1899, pp. 67-86), and the thousands of people to settle in the years following the 

Gordon Party’s encroachment would follow in this example.  As the first Euro-American 

communities in Paha Sapa had no expectation of inevitable migration, the illegal settlements 

built between 1874 and 1876 could be described as the first fully permanent and 

consistently occupied lodgings to exist within the range throughout the entire human history 

of the region. 

In the first few years following Custer’s 1874 Expedition, Paha Sapa was rapidly transformed 

into a highly competitive environment.  Fierce disputes took place over land that harbored 

valuable resources, and it was not uncommon for such incidents to erupt into assault and 

homicide (McClintock, 2000, p. 140; D. Smith, 2003).  Ultimately, housing and land claims 

became consolidated in the hands of monopolists such as George Hearst, and many of the 

individuals who moved to the region in search of fortunes for themselves ended up as 

workers for top-heavy resource extraction companies (Cerney & Sago, 2010).  The Frontier 

Settlement Period also witnessed the dawn of the hospitality industry in Paha Sapa.  Some of 

the region’s first hotels were small, family-owned establishments (Parker, 2012), while other 

hospitality establishments were grand in scale and conjoined with saloons and brothels 

(McClintock, 2000, pp. 65-69).  The first hotels in Paha Sapa were largely influential centers 

of frontier culture (Parker, 2012), yet the hospitality industry would grow even more 

lucrative and omnipresent in the years to come.  

Material Fulfillment 

Demand for certain material objects had an enormous influence on history and culture 

throughout the West, and the first of these commodities was fur from wild animals. In his 

seminal 1902 book The American Fur Trade of the Far West, General Hiram Chittenden 

describes that the Upper Missouri region played a critical role in stimulating the rapidly 

rising demand for furs throughout the United States in the early to mid-nineteenth century 

(Chittenden, 1986, pp. 324-345).   The American Fur Company and other similar 

organizations expanded their influence throughout the region in this time, and hunting by 

both Native people and Euro-Americans intensified.  Indeed, the very first settlements in the 

region surrounding Paha Sapa, including Fort Pierre and Fort Laramie, were constructed 
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specifically for fur sales and distribution (Fine, 1961; G. H. Smith, 1960, p. 90).  The fur trade 

become one of the most lucrative industries in the continent, and its expansion facilitated 

the decimation of fur-bearing animal populations (Tapper & Reynolds, 1996).  Importantly, 

initial exploration and mapping of the Western Territories that took place during the fur 

trade laid the groundwork for future migrations and land acquisitions (Wishart, 1976). 

Romanticized imaginings of frontier life often depicted pioneers as humble individuals with 

relatively simple needs (W. Cronon, 1987; F. J. Turner, 1893), and this may have been true 

for some of the first Euro-American explorers in the region surrounding Paha Sapa in the 

early nineteenth century.  Many of these individuals made a modest living as hunters and 

trappers and maintained relatively peaceful trade and relations with the region’s Native 

tribes (L. Sundstrom et al., 2002).  However, by the decades following the American Civil 

War, the West had begun to attract settlers with much higher expectations.  Greater 

numbers of settlers began to move westward under the Homestead Acts, and the 

“discovery” of gold and other valuable resources led many to pursuits of individual wealth 

and glory.  This acquisitive mentality was particularly rampant in Paha Sapa in the years 

following Custer’s 1874 Expedition, as gold, and all it could buy, reigned supreme over all 

aspects of the region’s culture (Aken, 1920; Lazarus, 1999, p. 78).  The Euro-American 

settlements in Paha Sapa continued to thrive for decades, and South Dakota produced more 

new wealth per person than any other state between 1898 and 1904 (Parker, 1981, p. 65). 

Figure 4.34 summarizes the Material Culture of the Frontier Settlement of Paha Sapa. 
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Figure 4.34: Material Culture of Paha Sapa as a Frontier Settlement. 

4.4.3.3. Practices 

Transportation 

Novel transportation methods in the 19th century both facilitated and arose from Paha 

Sapa’s transformation to a Frontier Settlement.  As discussed in the previous section, 

covered wagon trains provided accommodation and transport to settlers moving to and 

from the region and throughout the West.  Following the initial American expeditions and 

mapping of the Western Territories, trails connecting major settlements became more 

established.  Wagon trains rarely ventured without experienced trail guides (LaSalle, 2011, 

pp. 36, 263), and sometimes several hundred wagons travelled in a single train.  It was also 

common for travelers to overload their wagon trains with amenities such as furniture, and 

these objects would often be abandoned along the trail, marking the way of passage for 

subsequent emigrants (Quay, 2002, pp. 217-218).  So well-trodden were some of these trails 

that major interstate roads, and later, highways, would be built along their exact routes (Hill, 

2014, p. 116). 

The horse as a mode of transportation was also inextricably linked to the development of 

Euro-American Western society throughout the West.  Settlers rode horses within and 

between settlements and used them to pull horse-drawn carts and carriages.  In Paha Sapa 

from 1875, a commercial stagecoach operation offered transport between Deadwood and 



153 CHAPTER 4: HISTORICAL CULTURES OF PAHA SAPA 
 

destinations such as Yankton, Fort Pierre, Sioux City, and Bismarck (Parker, 2012).  Horses 

also played an important role in agriculture as beasts of burden, and manure served as a 

primary fertilizer (Cunfer, 2004).  Moreover, long-distance cattle drives in which horses were 

used to corral and herd livestock over hundreds of miles were integral to the foundation of 

several ranches throughout the West (T. L. Anderson & Hill, 2004, p. 20). 

Significant advancements in infrastructure also facilitated faster transport of people and 

resources throughout the West.  South of Paha Sapa in 1869, the Union Pacific rail line 

joined with the Central Pacific line to become the nation’s first transcontinental railroad 

(Ambrose, 2000, p. 255).  In Paha Sapa in 1881, the Homestake Mining Company developed 

the first rail line in the range, and this eventually grew to connect several mining camps and 

settlements to Rapid City as an external hub (Mitchell, 2009).  Also impactful to the region 

surrounding Paha Sapa was the advent of commercial river steamboats which ran from St. 

Louis to the Upper Missouri carrying passengers and freight (Chittenden, 1986, pp. 336-337).  

Steamboats required excessive amounts of wood to run, and rampant deforestation to fuel 

steamboats directly impacted the livelihoods of the Assiniboine, Blackfoot, Gros Ventre, 

Crow, and Lakota Native people (Gordon, 2011).  Following these momentous sociotechnical 

developments, the colonized West was no longer exclusively the domain of the “hardy 

pioneer”; it was now accessible to aristocratic individuals who could traverse the land with 

little concern for its various dangers.  The pace and style of transportation in the Frontier 

Settlement Era led to an experience far more detached from the natural environment than 

in the days of the Sacred Landscape. 

Environmental Treatment 

In this thesis, I explore analyze certain philosophies and motivations embedded within 

culture, though perhaps more important and impactful are what actions arise from these 

ideals.  While historical accounts provide clues into how people viewed the natural 

environment in the Frontier Settlement Period, the most definitive and profound insights 

can be derived from the numerous physical environmental impacts that occurred.  The 

environmental treatment practices of the time, much like the predominant environmental 

philosophy, differed significantly from those of the Sacred Landscape.  In The Ecological 

Indian: Myth and History, Krech argues that the extent to which people Native to the 

continent now known as North America behaved as active and effective environmental 
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managers prior to the arrival of Europeans had been overstated throughout contemporary 

literature and popular culture (Krech, 1999).  There may be some merit to this argument, 

and the racial stereotype that Native people are inherently more predisposed to 

environmentalist philosophy and behavior causes harm to communities in the present 

(TallBear, 2000).  However, an overwhelming body of evidence indicates that the first Euro-

American settlers in Paha Sapa treated the environment in an entirely different way than 

their predecessors, and their approach was based not only on environmental misuse and 

disregard, but also on active and systematic destruction.   

The first profound impact to the environment surrounding Paha Sapa in the Frontier 

Settlement Period was the decimation of plains bison populations, which was the result of 

the commercial fur trade (Records, 1997, pp. 73-74) and deliberate extermination to target 

Native populations (Smits, 1994).  After most bison were gone, grasslands across the plains 

were converted to farms, and unsustainable agricultural practices encouraged soil erosion, a 

process that would later pose severe economic and social consequences to the United States 

in the Dust Bowl (J. A. Lee & Gill, 2015; Phillips, 1999).  The timber industry was also 

incredibly detrimental to the plains surrounding Paha Sapa, as most trees along major 

waterways were cut down to fuel steamboats (Gordon, 2011).  Within the range, 

irresponsible and experimental logging practices also made the range’s forests more 

vulnerable to wildfires, and by the 1890s, large areas of the range’s old-growth forests had 

either been cut down or immolated by wildfires (Nekola, 2018).  Mining for gold and other 

minerals also posed direct and indirect impacts to Paha Sapa’s environment, including the 

release of heavy metals and sulfides into water sources (May, Wiedmeyer, Gober, & Larson, 

2001; Rahn, Davis, Webb, & Nichols, 1996). 

While Theodore Roosevelt is widely credited for popularizing environmental conservation on 

the national level, some preservation measures had been taken in Paha Sapa prior to his 

election.  In 1897, President Grover Cleveland created The Black Hills Forest Reserve in 

response to widespread devastation of Paha Sapa’s forests by logging and wildfires 

(Campbell, 2010).  This area was later designated as a National Forest under Roosevelt’s 

administration in 1905, and a fire lookout tower was constructed atop the highest mountain 

in the range (then known among settlers as Harney Peak) in 1911 (J. F. Freeman, 2015, p. 

98).  While these protections were successful in slowing the degradation of Paha Sapa’s 



155 CHAPTER 4: HISTORICAL CULTURES OF PAHA SAPA 
 

forests, the primary motivation behind their implementation was anthropocentric.  In other 

words, the purpose of the Black Hills National Forest was not to altruistically preserve the 

natural environment, but to ensure the longevity of an industry that could not exist without 

trees (J. F. Freeman, 2015, pp. 51-68).  Roosevelt’s conservation efforts in Paha Sapa and 

throughout the nation ostensibly prioritized sustainability for the sake of enabling future 

resource use by humans (McGerr, 2005, pp. 166-167), although the degree of which he 

disguised other motivations to enhance the success and appeal of his policies remains 

unclear. 

Recreation 

Recreational activities in the Frontier Settlement of Paha Sapa were similar to those 

common throughout the West in this time frame.  Especially in the early frontier days, 

settlements such as Deadwood were primarily occupied by single, able-bodied men, most of 

whom were laborers in construction or extractive industries (Parker, 1981, p. 181).  Alcohol 

consumption and gambling were ubiquitous forms of recreation, and these were prevalent 

among people of both Euro-American (E. Bennett, 1982, p. 155) and Chinese-American 

cultural backgrounds (Fosha & Leatherman, 2008).  Of the few women who lived in the early 

towns, most were prostitutes (E. Bennett, 1982, pp. 5-6).  Several of the first businesses in 

Paha Sapa offered drinking, gambling, or escort services, and in some establishments such as 

the Gem Theater, patrons could engage in all three (McClintock, 2000, pp. 65-69). 

As the settlements in Paha Sapa became more inhabited by married couples and bore more 

of a resemblance to small towns to the East, recreational practices also underwent changes.  

Several women in these towns sought to reduce men’s participation in prostitution and 

gambling, and many of their initiatives to do so were conducted through the Church.  

Churches began to organize large, family-friendly gatherings complete with food, dancing, 

and musical performances, and these would often last full days with entire towns in 

attendance.  This “muscular Christianity” in the West operated on the philosophy that “An 

exhausted Christian is a virtuous Christian” (Parker, 1981, p. 182).  In other words, if men 

were fully engaged in the day’s social activities, they would not have “either the time or the 

strength to seek more lavish entertainment elsewhere” (Parker, 1981, p. 182). 

Figure 4.35 summarizes the Practices of the Frontier Settlement of Paha Sapa. 
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Figure 4.35: Practices of Paha Sapa as a Frontier Settlement. 
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4.5. Transformation to Tourism & Recreational Area 

 

Figure 4.36: Early tourism development in the region, alongside significant economic and 
technological developments, initiated a second transition of culture in Paha Sapa, this time 
from a Frontier Settlement to a Tourism & Recreational Area. 

4.5.1. Early Tourism Development: Introduction 

Unlike the abrupt physical and symbolic transformation from a Sacred Landscape to a 

Frontier Settlement described in Section 4.3, Paha Sapa’s cultural shift to a Tourism & 

Recreational Area was relatively gradual.  While the short date range of 1874-1877 could 

fairly be characterized as the specific point of conception for the Frontier Settlement cultural 

period of Paha Sapa, no such narrow chronological window exists for the “conclusion” of the 

second cultural transformation I analyze in this thesis.  Several of the region’s first tourist 

attractions existed within what I describe as the Frontier Settlement Period.  However, 

events such as President Calvin Coolidge’s 1927 visit to the region and the construction of 

the Mount Rushmore National Memorial significantly expedited a shift from a localized 

economic system in Paha Sapa to one heavily reliant on tourism revenue (S. B. Julin, 2005).  

I have elected to designate 1945, the year of the conclusion of the Second World War, as the 

date at which Paha Sapa could be considered more of a Tourism & Recreational Area than a 

Frontier Settlement.  Following this date, technological advances and economic opportunity 

led to unprecedented travel to the region and rapid infrastructure development to 

accommodate tourist activity (See Section 4.6).  However, the argument could be made that, 
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functionally and symbolically, this cultural transition is still ongoing, as is the process of 

tourism development in the region.  As a “heritage tourism” destination, Paha Sapa’s 

identity is constantly redefined by interpretations of its past, and perhaps as a result, some 

vestige of the Frontier Settlement culture is still prevalent today.   

4.5.2. Early Tourism Development: Historical Review 

4.5.2.1. The Birth of an Industry 

The story of tourism in Paha Sapa begins at the dawn of the Frontier Settlement Period. 

Following the annexation of Paha Sapa under the “Agreement” of 1877, the region was 

officially opened to non-Native travel and settlement.  This brought a second wave of 

immigrants of various professions seeking to legally settle within already well-established, 

recently legitimized communities (Lazarus, 1999, pp. 71-95).  Despite this large influx of 

settlers, the range at the time still lacked efficient transportation routes, and the 

surrounding plains were sparsely populated relative to the cities of the Eastern United States 

(S. B. Julin, 2005).  However, this did not stop a group of ambitious individuals from 

developing what could be considered the first tourist attraction within the range.   

In the fall of 1881, Fred Evans, Rudolphus Jennings, Alexander Stewart, Ervin Dudley, and L.R. 

Graves, all of whom had settled in Paha Sapa during the 1870s gold rush, entered into an 

agreement in Deadwood.  They would form the Hot Springs Town-Site Company, and the 

locale for their venture would be a sacred site in southern Paha Sapa.  A skirmish between 

the Lakota and Cheyenne had been fought for this site in 1869, and the well-known Lakota 

name for the site was Minnekahta, or “Hot Springs” in English (Stennett, 1908; Zimmy, 

2015).  Minnekahta contained around seventy-five warm-water springs rich in minerals, and 

the five men saw an opportunity there unlike anything offered in Paha Sapa at the time.  

They moved to the area and began to construct the small town of Hot Springs, which, by 

1883, was recognized as the county seat of the newly formed Fall River County ("City of Hot 

Springs South Dakota: History," 2020).  Several of the businesses in the fledgling community 

focused on the utility of the springs; health spas offered therapeutic treatment, while 

physicians prescribed mineral water as treatment for various illnesses (S. Julin, 1982). 

The Hot Springs Town-Site Company’s long-term goal was to develop a large-scale resort 

community that would attract travelers from outside of the range.  However, one obstacle 
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toward achieving this was that Hot Springs was located in a relatively remote area of the 

range, and transport avenues were limited ("City of Hot Springs South Dakota: History," 

2020).  In 1885, the Fremont, Elkhorn, and Missouri Valley Railroad reached Buffalo Gap, a 

nearby township on the outskirts of Paha Sapa, and this proved to be instrumental in 

increasing the visibility and accessibility of the Hot Springs community.  In 1891, a rail line 

was built directly to the town (Figure 4.37, A), greatly boosting tourist numbers and revenue 

from the city’s numerous hotels and bathhouses ("City of Hot Springs South Dakota: 

History," 2020). Fred Evans, now superintendent of the Company, oversaw the construction 

of the Evans Plunge (Figure 4.37, B), a large pool with slides, diving boards, and rafts, in that 

same year (Zimmy, 2015).  Several Romanesque style buildings, including the luxurious Evans 

Hotel, were also constructed from locally quarried sandstone around this time, and what 

was once a small village of log cabins had transformed into a thriving tourist hub (S. B. Julin, 

2005). 

A. 
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B. 

 

Figure 4.37: [A] The resort community of Hot Springs, South Dakota, featuring the Fremont, 
Elkhorn, and Missouri Valley Railroad. [B] A group of patrons at the Evans Plunge, around 
the turn of the twentieth century.  Source: (Zimmy, 2015). 

While the tourism in Hot Springs centered mostly on the built infrastructure that utilized an 

existing natural resource, other tourist attractions in Paha Sapa developed in the Progressive 

Era of the early twentieth century were focused on the natural beauty of the range.  In 1900, 

Paha Sapa residents Fred and Albert Michaud found a large cave, purchased a claim for the 

land on which it was located, and began to develop it as a tourist attraction (S. B. Julin, 

2005).   In 1908, Roosevelt named this cave the Jewel Cave National Monument (S. B. Julin, 

2005), shortly after he had named Bear Lodge the Devil’s Tower National Monument 

(McManamon, 2014) and Washun Niya the Wind Cave National Park.  Five years later, a 

politician named Peter Norbeck (then a member of the South Dakota State Senate), was 

instrumental in designating an area known as Custer State Forest as the Custer State Game 

Preserve, and it was there that the state of South Dakota’s first efforts to preserve American 

bison populations began (Nesheim, 2012).  Norbeck was elected Governor of South Dakota 

in 1917, and tourism development in Paha Sapa remained at the top of his list of priorities.  

In the years following World War I, widespread ownership of automobiles opened up a 

range of opportunities for tourism development in Paha Sapa (S. B. Julin, 2005).  A network 

of roads were constructed throughout the range to increase accessibility for motorists (S. B. 

Julin, 2005), and in 1919, Governor Norbeck spearheaded the effort to expand the Custer 
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State Game Preserve into Custer State Park, within which visitors could view scenery and 

animals from their cars (J. Y. Sundstrom, 1994).  One notable attraction within Custer State 

Park was the manmade Sylvan Lake, at which visitors could park their cars and take a 

relatively short hike to the top of Hinhan Kaga Paha (then known as Harney Peak).  While the 

roads throughout Paha Sapa were instrumental in drawing tourists from eastern South 

Dakota and from bordering states, the region’s economy remained heavily dependent on 

mining, logging, and cattle ranching (S. B. Julin, 2005). 

4.5.2.2. An Era of Commemoration 

As tourism growth in Paha Sapa accelerated in the early twentieth century, residents 

engaged in frequent efforts to commemorate the region’s relatively brief Euro-American 

heritage.  These perhaps marked the start of what is understood within Euro-American 

society to be “heritage tourism” in Paha Sapa, although the argument could be made that 

travel to Paha Sapa has been associated with cultural heritage for millennia, as Native 

people took vision quests into Paha Sapa to experience their own ancestral connection to 

the environment (Bridger, 2002, p. 230; Martínez, 2004, p. 86).  One of the first 

commemorative endeavors in the twentieth century was the construction of a memorial 

tower atop a mountain widely known as Sheep Mountain near Deadwood.  Theodore 

Roosevelt passed away on January 6th, 1919, and The Society of Black Hills Pioneers 

proposed changing the name of the mountain to Mount Theodore Roosevelt (Bawden, 

2019).   

Seth Bullock, the first sheriff of Deadwood in the early pioneer days, had been a close friend 

of Roosevelt’s, and he took a leading role in the project and conceived the idea of a tower to 

be constructed in Roosevelt’s honor.  Bullock, then a retired US Marshall, was successful in 

organizing a dedication ceremony following the tower’s construction to take place on July 

4th, 1919. General Leonard Wood, who had served alongside Roosevelt in the Spanish-

American War, gave the commemorative address (Figure 4.38, A), fitting well with the 

theme of patriotism on American Independence Day.  Bullock (Figure 4.38, B) passed away 

two months after the ceremony, and after his death, the tower became known as Friendship 

Tower in honor of his decades-long friendship with Roosevelt (Bawden, 2019). 
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A.                  B. 

               

Figure 4.38: [A] General Leonard Wood delivers the commemorative address at the 1919 
dedication ceremony of the memorial tower atop Mount Roosevelt. [B] An elderly Seth 
Bullock (right) poses alongside General Leonard Wood following the ceremony.  The tower 
was given the name of Friendship Tower after Bullock’s death. Source: Bawden (2019). 

The dedication of the memorial tower atop Mount Roosevelt did have a specific connection 

to the region through Bullock, though it was mostly national in its focus.  In what would 

prove to be another significant national development, then-Governor Peter Norbeck 

succeeded in winning an election for one of South Dakota’s two seats in the United States 

Senate, and he moved to Washington D.C. to take office in 1921.  However, within Paha 

Sapa, efforts of commemoration continued to take place, and some of these were based 

upon skewed recollections of local historical dynamics.  In 1923, the Commercial Club of the 

town of Custer within Paha Sapa began to organize an annual “pageant” called the Pageant 

of Paha Sapa, and the purpose of this event was to showcase select elements of the region’s 

history through an outdoor theatrical performance (L. Sundstrom, 2008).  The Pageant of 

Paha Sapa consisted of three acts: first, a period of pre-contact Native life within the range; 

second, the phase of transition to a Frontier Settlement including the introduction of 

extractive industries and dispossession of Native territory, and third, the triumphant 

introduction of Christianity, the Euro-American education system, and annexation by the 

United States Government.   
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The Pageant of Paha Sapa subscribed tofalse interpretations of history, such as the 

statement that Native people had rarely used Paha Sapa prior to Euro-American arrival, and 

featured glorified versions of actual historical figures such as George Armstrong Custer and 

Annie Tallent (L. Sundstrom, 2008).  In the Pageant’s early days, some Native roles were 

played by Lakota people.  However, many of these individuals left out of concern for false 

depiction of their culture, and their roles were adopted by Euro-Americans wearing copper 

skin paint and wigs.  The Pageant often concluded with a parade-style procession of several 

local organizations including the Custer Commercial Club, the American Legion, and the local 

chapter of the Ku Klux Klan, and tourists who had come to view the pageant could pose with 

performers and organization representatives (L. Sundstrom, 2008).  Performances ran 

annually from 1923 to 2000, and, while some modifications were made to the Pageant’s 

itinerary, the script stayed largely the same throughout this time (L. Sundstrom, 2008).  

Around the same time the Pageant of Paha Sapa began, the Days of ’76 festival in 

Deadwood, an annual event which celebrated and romanticized the lives of the town’s  early 

pioneers such as Wild Bill Hickok, Calamity Jane, and Seth Bullock, made its 1924 debut 

(Deadwood History, 2020). 

While most early commemorative efforts in Paha Sapa centered around Euro-American 

culture in the Frontier Settlement Period, some were also dedicated to aspects of the 

region’s Native history.  Unlike the Pageant of Paha Sapa and other Euro-American 

performances which depicted Native peoples as a “vanquished and vanishing race” (L. 

Sundstrom, 2008), other attractions in which Native people held leadership roles stressed 

that their culture and tradition were still very much alive.  In 1927, Oglala Lakota spiritual 

leader Nicholas Black Elk (Figure 4.39, A, B) partnered with Euro-American department store 

owner Alex Duhamel to form the Duhamel Sioux Indian Pageant.   This event was first held in 

Rapid City, and then at a cave in eastern Paha Sapa later named Sitting Bull Crystal Caverns 

at Black Elk’s request.  The Pageant was comprised of an entirely-Native (mostly Oglala 

Lakota) crew, and tourists were welcomed to watch and learn as Black Elk and others 

engaged in religious ceremonies such as the Sun Dance, the sacred pipe ceremony, and 

funeral rites (Figure 4.39, B; DeMallie, 1985; L. Sundstrom, 2008).  
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A.         B.    

                   

Figure 4.39: [A] Black Elk prays to the Thunkasila Sakpe (Six Grandfathers) from atop Hinhan 
Kaga Paha (then known as Harney Peak) in 1931. [B] Black Elk conducts a ceremony in the 
Duhamel Sioux Indian Pageant, circa 1935.  Source: DeMallie (1985, pp. 257-259) 

Black Elk and Duhamel’s arrangement was mutually beneficial.  The Duhamel Sioux Indian 

Pageant brought tourists to Duhamel’s department store, which sold authentic Native-made 

art and pottery (Born, 1994).  Black Elk and the other Native participants earned fair wages, 

although likely far more important to them than the money was the opportunity to conduct 

actual ceremonies under the guise of performance.  All of the ceremonies held at the 

Pageant were illegal under the Indian Religious Crimes Code (Irwin, 1997), though 

advertising the event as a cultural showcase under Duhamel’s name allowed Black Elk to 

evade suspicion of local and federal authorities (L. Sundstrom, 2008).  Black Elk strongly 

believed in peace and understanding between Native and Euro-American people, and he 

was able to pursue this vision through interactions with predominantly Euro-American 

tourists at the Pageant (L. Sundstrom, 2008).  In his time in the Duhamel Sioux Indian 

Pageant, Black Elk further succeeded in disseminating Native culture within Euro-American 

society when he, with the help of his son Ben Black Elk as translator, recounted significant 

aspects of his culture and life to Euro-American writer John D. Neihardt.  Neihardt compiled 

(and arguably modified) Black Elk’s reflections into the 1932 book Black Elk Speaks (Neihardt, 

2014), which became incredibly famous among Euro-American audiences throughout the 

United States (A. Porterfield, 2000, pp. 39-40; Powers, 1990).  The following year, the United 
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States Congress repealed the Indian Religious Crimes Code, albeit only partially (L. 

Sundstrom, 2008). 

4.5.2.3. President Calvin Coolidge in Paha Sapa 

In 1927, as the Duhamel Sioux Indian Pageant planned its debut in Rapid City, another event 

that would significantly influence the future of tourism in the region transpired.  Peter 

Norbeck, who had been recently elected as a United States Senator following his tenure as 

governor, leveraged his political connections in Washington D.C. to convince President of the 

United States Calvin Coolidge to visit Paha Sapa for his summer holiday.   The two men were 

unlikely allies; Norbeck had actively spoken out against Coolidge in the 1924 Presidential 

Election, and Coolidge had recently vetoed the McNary-Haugen bill, a piece of legislation 

that would have provided relief to Norbeck’s constituent farmers in the wake of World War I 

(Tupper, 2017b).  However, their wives, Lydia Norbeck and Grace Coolidge, had developed a 

close friendship when their husbands were serving as state governors, and the history books 

likely underestimate the behind-the-scenes roles of the two women in persuading Peter and 

Calvin to compromise (Tupper, 2017b).  Ultimately, the two men reconciled their past 

differences and Coolidge decided on Paha Sapa as his holiday destination, though this may 

never have happened had they both not seen the potential in the trip for their respective 

political careers.  For Norbeck, Coolidge’s visit was an opportunity to put South Dakota on 

the national radar, and even more importantly, broadcast Paha Sapa as a tourist destination.  

Coolidge, on the other hand, saw the visit as a chance to court the favor of Western citizens 

after his controversial McNary-Haugen veto (Zind, 2017). 

Calvin and Grace Coolidge arrived in Rapid City on June 15th, 1927 via the Chicago and North 

Western Rail Line.  The Coolidges were accompanied by an entourage of around eighty 

people, including household staff, presidential aides, media correspondents, as well as their 

three pets – two corgis and a raccoon named Rebecca (Tupper, 2017b).  President Coolidge 

split his time between Rapid City, where he conducted official business and held public 

events, and the interior of Paha Sapa, where he participated in recreational activities such as 

fishing and horseback riding (Figure 4.40, A).  During his time within the range, President 

Coolidge also made several visits to the sacred mountain the Lakota called Thunkasila Sakpe 

Paha to receive updates on the project that was starting there (Zind, 2017).   Grace spent 

most of her time at the State Game Lodge, a large resort that was built within Custer State 
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Park in 1920, and Calvin would frequently stay with her there (Holtzmann, 1996).  The 

Coolidges’ stay was originally intended to last three weeks, though this was quickly extended 

to three months (Custer State Park Resort, 2020). 

During his “working holiday”, Calvin Coolidge interacted with Native people on several 

occasions, and these instances are described in detail in a 2017 article by Eric Steven Zimmer 

in Great Plains Quarterly (Zimmer, 2017).  Coolidge’s first documented interaction with 

Native peoples in the region occurred in July at the Rapid City Indian School, where he spoke 

to students and viewed a presentation on the School’s efforts of cultural assimilation and 

vocational training.  On August 2nd, Coolidge met with Lakota leaders in Rapid City. They 

requested that he review their claim to Paha Sapa under the original terms of the Treaty of 

Fort Laramie of 1868, and Coolidge promised he would look into the case and report back to 

them upon his return to Washington (Zimmer, 2017).  The same day of this meeting was the 

four-year anniversary of Coolidge’s ascension to the presidency following the death of 

Warren G. Harding, and he made a public announcement which shocked the nation – he 

would not seek incumbency in the 1928 Presidential Election (Sobel, 2000, pp. 368-369).   

Two days after his announcement, Coolidge attended the Days of ’76 Festival in Deadwood, 

and, following his participation in parades and celebrations of the town’s Euro-American 

history, he met with a delegation of around 300 Oceti Sakowin representatives, including 

some veterans of the Battle of the Little Bighorn (Figure 4.40, B; Zimmer, 2017).  Among the 

prominent LDN delegates present were siblings Rosebud and Chauncey Yellow Robe, and 

Henry Standing Bear – a Sicangu/Oglala Lakota elder who would later become nationally 

recognized for his role in a future commemorative project (See Section 4.6).  These leaders 

were well-aware of the promise that Coolidge had made in Rapid City to investigate the 

claim to Paha Sapa, and they sought to encourage his interest in their affairs.  They gifted 

him an elaborate war bonnet, and bestowed him with the honorary LDN name Wanblee 

Tokaha, or “Leading Eagle” (W. Kelly, 2017).   

  



167 CHAPTER 4: HISTORICAL CULTURES OF PAHA SAPA 
 

A. 

 

B.  

 

Figure 4.40: [A] President Calvin Coolidge (center left) rides on horseback in Paha Sapa. 
Source: Zind (2017) [B] Native leaders Rosebud Yellow Robe, Henry Standing Bear, and 
Chauncey Yellow Robe pose for a photograph with Calvin and Grace Coolidge following the 
Days of ’76 festival in Deadwood.  Source: Zimmer (2017). 

On August 17th, Calvin and Grace Coolidge travelled to the Pine Ridge reservation directly to 

the Southeast of Paha Sapa – the first official presidential visit to a Native reservation in 

United States history (Zimmer, 2017).  A procession of over five-hundred Native men, 

women, and children greeted the President and First Lady with traditional marches and 

dancing, and Coolidge met with delegates from eight reservations, who diplomatically 
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communicated their vision of reconciling the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868 and returning 

Paha Sapa to the Tribes.   Coolidge took the stage to address the mostly-Native audience, 

and in his speech, he communicated his dissatisfaction with the homogenous view many 

Euro-Americans had toward Native people, and honored the military service of the Native 

veterans of World War I.  However, he did not mention the Paha Sapa land claim, nor did he 

acknowledge the sovereignty of Native nations and their roles in self-determination from the 

United States (Zimmer, 2017).  Following Grace and Calvin Coolidge’s visit to Pine Ridge, they 

returned to Paha Sapa for around a month, then left the region to return to Washington in 

mid-September (Zind, 2017).  

Throughout the remainder of Coolidge’s presidency in Washington, some evidence exists of 

further contact with Native leaders in the region.  In the months following his summer 

holiday, Coolidge made a formal inquiry to the Department of the Interior regarding the 

status of the Lakota land claim to Paha Sapa, and sent a report to Rosebud and Pine Ridge 

tribal leaders stating that it was currently under review in the Court of Claims (Zimmer, 

2017).  However, Zimmer argues that in some crucial areas, Coolidge ultimately “adhered to 

the paternalistic and pro-assimilationist views of his time” (Zimmer, 2017).  In 1928 and 

1929, he vetoed Native Court of Claims cases to ancestral land in four other states, denying 

the Tribes’ appeals to land use and habitation.  While he remained true to his promise to 

follow up on the Paha Sapa Land Claim and report to Lakota leaders, the Claim sat in limbo 

for over a decade before until it was abruptly dismissed in 1943 (Lazarus, 1999, p. 430).  

Furthermore, Coolidge extended trust periods on reservations in South Dakota and 

California – a bureaucratic measure that arose from the judgment that Native people were 

too uncivilized to have “full control of their property” (Zimmer, 2017).  While his family’s 

1927 visit to the region did not result in substantial Native reconciliation, it did leave marks 

on the land in the form of commemorative place names.  State authorities named a stream 

in Custer State Park Grace Coolidge Creek, and designated one of the nearby mountains 

associated with the Lakota stories of Falling Star as Mount Coolidge (L. Sundstrom, 1996).  

However perhaps the most significant impacts of President Calvin Coolidge’s visit to Paha 

Sapa were the national attention that it brought to the region and the soon-to-be ubiquitous 

construction project that it accelerated. 
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4.5.2.4. A Nation’s Legacy Preserved in Stone 

In any discussion of Paha Sapa’s cultural history in the past century, one place in particular 

takes center-stage.  This location is inseparably associated with tourism in the region, though 

it is no more a “tourist attraction” than it is a manifestation of social and environmental 

ideals – a wellspring of lessons, some similar and some opposite from those its architects 

intended to communicate.  Indeed, the first dynamite blast at this point in space was a 

veritable seismic event of cultural subversion, one that would send shockwaves throughout 

the region, nation, and world.  For decades, perhaps even centuries to come, aftershocks 

would continue to radiate from this epicenter, profoundly influencing social and 

environmental perceptions and dynamics.  In order to recount the story of this culturally 

fascinating place – a tale which is still ongoing – I must slightly rewind the timeline of this 

chapter to the years preceding Calvin Coolidge’s 1927 Holiday.  At the height of Paha Sapa’s 

Post-WWI Era of Commemoration, what is now a ubiquitous symbol of the culture of the 

United States of America was merely an idea in one man’s head. 

In December of 1923, South Dakota State Historian Jonah “Doane” Robinson (Figure 4.41, A) 

conceived of a project that would forever change both the physical and cultural 

characteristics of Paha Sapa.  Early tourism endeavors that focused on natural features had 

experienced some success, but Robinson was concerned that their long-term prospects were 

fleeting.  Many Americans at the time subscribed to the romantic visions of the American 

West propagated by Frederick Jackson Turner and Buffalo Bill Cody, and local attractions 

such as the Evans Plunge, Friendship Tower, and the Pageant of Paha Sapa had strong 

connections to the region’s “heritage”.  Robinson himself held a passionate, borderline 

obsessive, reverence for Manifest Destiny and the “civilization” of the Western Territories, 

as is immediately apparent in his published manuscripts and poetry (Glass, 1995, p. 157).  He 

recognized the growth in tourism that had taken place over the past decades, but believed 

this could be increased exponentially by offering a product that simultaneously satisfied 

tourists’ two most prominent desires: to experience Western “heritage” and to view the 

environment from the comfort of their automobiles (Reed & Wallace, 2016, pp. 118-119).   

Robinson’s vision was a “massive sculpture” that included the “heroes of the old West” such 

as Meriwether Lewis, William Clark, George Armstrong Custer, and Buffalo Bill Cody (Reed & 

Wallace, 2016, p. 118).  Robinson also recognized the contribution of Native leaders such as 
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Sacajawea and Red Cloud and sought to commemorate them in the sculpture, though he 

made no known effort to consult these now-deceased individuals’ respective communities 

on their inclusion.  Resolved to manifest his vision, Robinson contacted Chicago sculptor 

Lorado Taft, best known at the time for his concrete sculpture “The Eternal Indian”, to pitch 

the idea for the project.  Taft refused, citing personal illness, though that did not stop 

Robinson’s effort to amass community support for the project and commission a renowned 

sculptor (Glass, 1995, pp. 157-158).  He wrote letters to the editors of the Deadwood Pioneer 

Times and the Hill City News in February of 1924, in which he sought to broadcast the idea of 

carving the sculpture into The Needles, a series of pillar-like rock formations within Custer 

State Park (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 118).  “Scenery alone”, he famously remarked in a 1924 

letter to J.B. Green of the Rapid City Commercial Club, “will not sell the Black Hills to the 

world…. Tourists soon get fed up on scenery, unless it has something of special interest 

connected to it to make it impressive” (Glass, 1995, p. 157).  Robinson was also successful in 

enlisting the support of Senator Peter Norbeck (Figure 4.41, B), who embraced the idea’s 

potential to further the prospects of Paha Sapa as a tourism destination (S. Julin, 2008, p. 

87). 

A.          B. 

                  

Figure 4.41: [A] South Dakota State Historian Doane Robinson. Source: Zwemke (2014).     
[B] Senator Peter Norbeck. Source: USNPS; United States National Park Service (2020d). 
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Following Robinson’s failure to recruit Lorado Taft, his second choice of sculptor was Gutzon 

Borglum (Figure 4.42, A), an internationally renowned artist who was the Idaho-born son of 

polygamist Mormon immigrants from Denmark (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 122).  At the time 

Robinson contacted him in 1924, Borglum was embroiled in political scandal.  In short, 

Borglum had been commissioned by the Atlanta chapter of the white supremacist group 

United Daughters of the Confederacy (UDC) in 1915 to carve Stone Mountain, a large relief 

on the side of a Georgia mountain featuring Jefferson Davis, “Stonewall” Jackson, and Robert 

E. Lee, three prominent figures of the Confederate States of America (Reed & Wallace, 2016, 

pp. 130-131).  What had started as a promising collaboration had gradually deteriorated 

over the years, as Borglum, who had joined the Ku Klux Klan to secure funding for the 

project, found himself on the losing side of an internal economic schism within the highly 

influential organization.  This feud further escalated when Borglum was not paid what he 

believed was the agreed-upon amount from proceeds raised through the sale of Stone 

Mountain commemorative coins issued by President Calvin Coolidge, and he exposed what 

he viewed as an act of treachery to the press.  At the time Robinson’s letter reached him, 

Borglum was eager to escape the controversy in the South, and he embraced the 

opportunity.  Borglum visited Paha Sapa in August of 1924, and after meeting with Robinson, 

he agreed to begin work on the project.  Shortly after visiting Paha Sapa, Borglum was fired 

from the Stone Mountain project, and he destroyed his models and fled Georgia in to evade 

prosecution from state authorities controlled by the KKK and UDC (D. B. Freeman, 1997, pp. 

89-96).   

Much to Robinson, Norbeck, and Borglum’s disappointment, support for the carvings in Paha 

Sapa was far from unanimous.  Especially in the early stages of Robinson’s proposal, there 

was considerable opposition to the project, and one of its most outspoken critics was Cora 

Babbitt Johnson (Figure 4.42, B), editor-in-chief of the Hot Springs Star Newspaper.  Johnson 

wrote a letter to Robinson in December of 1924 in which she expressed concern for the 

proposal, saying that altering the pristine environment of Paha Sapa would “forever ruin” its 

“cosmic” effect (C. B. Johnson, 1924).  She then made her opposition public in an article 

published in the Star, writing, “We view with alarm Doane Robinson’s proposal to carve the 

Needles into statues.  Man makes statues but God made the Needles.  Let them alone” 

(Coburn, 1977, p. 62).   
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The Christian context in which Johnson’s argument to preserve the integrity of the land was 

framed likely resonated among the predominantly Euro-American readers of the Star.  

However, it is possible that at least some of the sentiment she expressed on the issue, 

particularly her reference to Paha Sapa’s “cosmic” significance, may have been derived from 

interactions with Native communities that opposed the alteration of their Sacred Landscape 

(Glass, 1994).  Johnson is known to have had at least some relationship with Native people – 

she conducted and published an interview with Red Feather, an Oglala Lakota veteran of the 

Battle of the Little Bighorn, in the midst of the controversy surrounding the carvings 

(Hardorff, 2005, pp. 117-120).  Johnson’s criticism of the proposal served only to strengthen 

Robinson’s resolve, and he wrote, “Of course God made the Needles as he made every thing 

[sic] else that man has taken to himself and imporved [sic] and beautified.  That is what God 

made men and things for.  There is no logic I am sure in the desecration suggestion” (Glass, 

1995, p. 158).  Borglum was less cordial, and publicly referred to Johnson as an “agent of 

evil” (Vogeler, 2010, p. 12). 

A.                 B. 

             

Figure 4.42: Two people who would likely object to being pictured alongside each other: [A] 
Sculptor Gutzon Borglum with his Stone Mountain models – Source: Everett Collection 
(2011) – and [B] Hot Springs Star Editor-in-Chief Cora Babbitt Johnson – Source: ("Hot 
Springs Number," 1928, p. 27). 

Despite the opposition to the carving voiced by Cora Johnson and others, the project 

continued to gain momentum, and Peter Norbeck pulled some strings in Washington to 
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secure its federal authorization in March of 1925 (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 144).  Borglum 

took up permanent residence in the region, and quickly determined that the Needles would 

be unsuitable for the carvings due to their structural integrity and mineral composition 

(Buckingham, 2002).  He began to scout Paha Sapa for alternative locations, and ultimately 

settled on a mountain in Central-Eastern Paha Sapa, just north of Custer State Park.  This, 

Borglum reasoned, would be the ideal location – the figures would face east, catching the 

light of the rising sun, and the ridge’s high elevation and lack of obstruction would ensure 

they remained illuminated throughout the day (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 143).  This 

mountain was the place the Lakota called Thunkasila Sakpe Paha, and it was associated with 

the Six Grandfathers who provided guidance and insight (See Section 4.2, Figure 4.10).  

However, it had been known by a different name since 1885, when a New York lawyer 

named Charles had visited Paha Sapa to oversee the negotiations of mining claims.  Charles 

reportedly asked his guide what the mountain was called, to which the guide replied that the 

mountain had never had a name before, and from that moment on, it would be known by 

Charles’ surname (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 143).  The guide, whose identity has been lost to 

history, would never have expected that the name he established would ultimately be 

known by every child in the nation, and would come to represent the highest ideals, and also 

the greatest shortcomings, of humanity.  That name was Mount Rushmore. 

Following the selection of its location, the Mount Rushmore project moved rapidly.  Over the 

next several months, Borglum, Robinson, and Norbeck were successful in securing funding 

for the initial stages of construction.  On Borglum’s suggestion, the original idea of carving 

the “heroes of the west” was abandoned.  Instead, the monument would include the 

likenesses of four American presidents: George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham 

Lincoln, and Theodore Roosevelt.  In Borglum’s view, these four men were the most 

influential figures in expanding the size and influence of the United States, and he described 

them as “empire makers” (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 142).  Borglum had also developed a 

close personal friendship with Roosevelt at the time when Roosevelt was serving as New 

York City Police Commissioner, which likely had some bearing on his inclusion (Gardella, 

2013, p. 236).  Norbeck and Robinson saw the potential in this idea to be even more 

successful and far-reaching as a tourist attraction, as it was national, rather than regional, in 

its focus.  Borglum began to construct several models for the monument, and two years 
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later, Norbeck was successful in convincing President Calvin Coolidge to spend the Summer 

of 1927 in Paha Sapa.  Borglum was ecstatic at the news of Coolidge’s visit, and he devised a 

plan to seize on the opportunity. 

One morning in 1927 at the State Game Lodge in Custer State Park, Calvin Coolidge heard a 

noise overhead and saw an unidentified, low-flying biplane approaching.  The pilot dropped 

a wreath of flowers on the lawn of the Lodge as he flew past, and a card accompanying the 

wreath invited Coolidge to attend and speak at the August 10th dedication ceremony of 

Mount Rushmore.  Borglum had hired famous daredevil pilot Clyde Ice to pilot the plane, 

and had hoped that the spectacle would not only convince the president, but would also 

convince members of the public to attend (Holtzmann, 1996).  He was successful in both 

endeavors – Coolidge rode on horseback to the construction site in a heavily publicized 

event, and over a thousand people attended the ceremony.  Coolidge gave a speech in which 

he recounted the crucial roles of each of the presidents in the history of the United States, 

and ceremoniously conferred unto Borglum a set of drill bits (Figure 4.43; South Dakota 

Historical Society Foundation, 2020).  Borglum was then harnessed and lowered over the 

mountain and marked the points where George Washington, the first face of Mount 

Rushmore, would be (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 151).  Shortly after Coolidge returned to 

Washington, a bill passed in congress naming Mount Rushmore a National Memorial, and 

setting a federal budget for the project (Reed & Wallace, 2016, pp. 156-160). 
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Figure 4.43: President Calvin Coolidge (center) delivers the dedication speech for the Mount 
Rushmore National Memorial.  On the far left of the frame, Gutzon Borglum shields his face 
from the sun with his hat.  Source: USNPS (2010). 

Calvin Coolidge’s visit provided a huge boost in popularity to Paha Sapa as a tourism 

destination, around 400,000 people visited Paha Sapa as tourists between 1927 and 1930 

(Snyder, 2017, p. 512).  Borglum again sought to seize on this visibility by hosting the 

unveiling of the first face of Mount Rushmore, George Washington, on Independence Day – 

July 4th, 1930.  While his efforts to recruit then-President Herbert Hoover and former 

president Calvin Coolidge to attend the event were unsuccessful, the ceremony went ahead, 

and Washington’s head was unveiled from behind a large United States’ flag as a large crowd 

below watched (Figure 4.44, A).  Over the next nine years, the three remaining faces were 

completed and unveiled in similar dedication ceremonies, drawing increasingly larger crowds 

each time (Figure 4.44, B, C, D).  These included Jefferson’s face in 1936, Lincoln’s in 1937, 

and the carving of Theodore Roosevelt, the fourth and final face on the mountain, in 1939 

(Reed & Wallace, 2016, pp. 186, 193, 209).  At the time Roosevelt’s face was completed, 

Adolf Hitler was aggressively expanding his regime across Europe, and Mount Rushmore 

seized on its emergent image as the patriotic “Shrine of Democracy” (Reed & Wallace, 2016, 

p. 209). 
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A.              B. 

    

C.      D. 

                  

Figure 4.44: [A] Unveiling of George Washington’s partially completed face on July 4th, 1930. 
[B] Thomas Jefferson’s face under construction prior to its unveiling in 1936. [C] Unveiling of 
Abraham Lincoln’s face in 1937.  [D] Theodore Roosevelt’s face under construction prior to 
its unveiling in 1939.  Sources: Reed and Wallace (2016, pp. 186, 193, 209), Mount Rushmore 
75th Anniversary Special Series (2016). 

Gutzon Borglum died in 1941 at the age of 73, shortly after receiving news that President 

Franklin Roosevelt would be reallocating non-defense spending, including the Mount 

Rushmore federal budget, to the United States’ involvement in World War II (Reed & 
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Wallace, 2016, p. 212).  His son, Lincoln Borglum, who had worked with his father on the 

monument since he was twelve-years-old in 1925, was superintendent of the project at the 

time, and he oversaw the refinement of the faces with the remainder of the monument’s 

federal budget.  The long-term plan was to construct the torsos of the presidents and an 

entablature to the right of Abraham Lincoln detailing the “history of the United States” 

(Snyder, 2017), but these ambitions did not coincide with the United States’ war-time 

priorities, and further construction on the monument was halted.  However, the state of the 

monument’s completion in the 1940s (Figure 4.45) was enough to solidify its status as a 

national icon, and position it at the center of the burgeoning tourism industry in Paha Sapa.  

To many throughout the nation, Mount Rushmore represented the principles of freedom, 

democracy, and rugged individualism – ideals widely believed to define “American” identity.  

To the Lakota and other Native peoples though, it was a symbol for Euro-American 

dominance of culture and environment – a blight on the Sacred Landscape and an 

omnipresent reminder of a violent and unjust past (Buckingham, 2002). 

 

Figure 4.45:  Mount Rushmore in its present state of completion, 1941.  Source: USNPS 
(2020c). 

The years of the United States’ involvement World War II significantly slowed tourism in the 

area, and the region reverted to some of the same economic mainstays it had relied upon 

around the turn of the twentieth century.  Farming revenue comprised a greater proportion 
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of South Dakota’s economy, and a second wave of resource extraction took place in the 

range as numerous mines that had been closed in the early twentieth century reopened to 

provide minerals for the war effort (Cerney & Sago, 2010, p. 22).  However, in the years 

immediately following the War, the number of visitors to Mount Rushmore skyrocketed to 

around 750,000 per annum (up from 30,000 in 1944; Ryan & Schlup, 2006, p. 260), and rapid 

tourism development was initiated in the private and public sectors to meet growing 

demand (S. B. Julin, 2005).  The completion of the Mount Rushmore National Memorial had 

fulfilled Doane Robinson and Peter Norbeck’s dream of transforming Paha Sapa’s economy 

and visibility throughout the nation.  The Tourism & Recreational Area, with Mount 

Rushmore as its nationalistic cornerstone, had arrived. 
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4.6. Tourism & Recreational Area 

 

Figure 4.46:  The “Tourism & Recreational Area”, the third of Paha Sapa’s cultural periods I 
analyze and discuss in this thesis.  In this chapter, I present relevant insights into recent 
history and the present, deferring analysis of norms, material culture, and practices to 
Chapter 5. 

4.6.1. Tourism & Recreational Area: Introduction 

The initial development of tourism infrastructure in Paha Sapa, culminating in the 

construction of Mount Rushmore, played an integral role in shifting the region from a 

Frontier Settlement to a Tourism & Recreational Area.  However, the Paha Sapa of today is 

indeed dramatically different than the Paha Sapa of the mid-twentieth century.  While the 

region has embraced tourism as its primary industry for nearly a century, its culture and 

philosophy has been dynamic within this time period – a fluidity several of those I 

interviewed expressed personally experiencing (see Chapter 5).  Here I relay crucial elements 

of Paha Sapa’s progression as a Tourism & Recreational Area, from the conclusion of World 

War II to the present.  This section, like the other sections in this chapter focusing on a 

cultural period (4.2 and 4.4), contains a historical review of the Tourism & Recreational Area 

cultural period.  In the following chapter (Section 5.2), I provide a more detailed view of the 

present in Paha Sapa to precede my analysis of contemporary norms, material culture, and 

practices in the region. 
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While I describe Paha Sapa as a Tourism & Recreational Area from 1945 to present, this 

umbrella classification is far from homogenous.  Rather, the region is a unique locale that 

stands upon the foundation of its past and the various ways that past is remembered, 

interpreted, and communicated.  My intention in this section, as it has been in this chapter 

as a whole, is to emphasize that each point in time is merely a snapshot of an ongoing story 

of cultural change.  Paha Sapa has not always been the way it is now, nor will it always be.  In 

the years ahead, the nature of cultural change in the region will depend on the priorities of 

those who exert influence on Paha Sapa’s future, and the actions they choose to take. 

4.6.2. Tourism & Recreational Area: Historical Review 

4.6.2.1. Post-War Efforts of Representation 

The United States’ involvement in World War II had profound effects on philosophy and 

social consciousness throughout the nation.  National pride and patriotic imagery, two 

elements already well-embedded in American culture, were further reinforced as the 

Western democratic style of governance in the United States was constantly contrasted with 

the autocratic regimes of Nazi Germany, and later, the Soviet Union (Pierce, 2009).  

However, the atrocities of the Holocaust had spotlighted the human cost of institutionalized 

racial and religious persecution, and some within the United States began to reflect upon the 

country’s own checkered past in the West.  During and after the War, the first dissenting 

voices to Frederick Jackson Turner’s ubiquitous Frontier Thesis emerged.  One prominent 

early critic was George Wilson Pierson, who drew attention to Turner’s Eurocentric focus 

and penchant to ignore the frontier experiences of women and people of color (Pierson, 

1942).  While subsequent post-war publications such as those of Ostrander (1958) and R. C. 

Wade (1959) were influential in advancing alternatives to the Turnerian model in academic 

circles, the Frontier Thesis would remain the standard upon which history classes in public 

schools relied throughout the late twentieth century (Bogue, 1994). 

In Paha Sapa, some degree of historical reflection was evident, as initiatives arose to 

respond to growing visitor numbers with a more culturally inclusive tourist experience.  One 

of the first among these was a project envisioned before the War by Lakota elder Henry 

Standing Bear, who had been among the Native leaders to meet with Calvin Coolidge at the 

1927 Days of ’76 Festival in Deadwood (Zimmer, 2017).  Amid Mount Rushmore’s high-
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profile construction in the 1930’s, Standing Bear and his brother Luther, a prominent Native 

activist and Hollywood actor, had appealed to Gutzon Borglum to include the face of the 

Oglala Lakota warrior Crazy Horse alongside the faces of the four presidents on Thunkasila 

Sakpe Paha (Agonito, 2011, p. 251; Taliaferro, 2007, p. 328).  Borglum did not reply to their 

requests, and a frustrated Henry began to seek other avenues to commemorate the life of 

one of his Tribe’s most revered historical figures.  In 1939, Standing Bear contacted a Polish-

American sculptor named Korczak Ziolkowski, who had recently been fired from the Mount 

Rushmore project over disagreements with Lincoln Borglum (Shaff & Shaff, 1985, p. 941), to 

ask if he would be interested in constructing a monument to Crazy Horse.  Ziolkowski 

agreed, and the two men developed a friendship over the next three years, often meeting at 

Pine Ridge Reservation to discuss Crazy Horse’s life and legacy.  In 1943, Ziolkowski left Paha 

Sapa to serve in the War, but the discussion and planning of the monument resumed upon 

his return in 1945 (Hogg, 2017, p. 129).   

Upon Ziolkowski’s return, he began to scout for locations for the monument.  He debated 

changing the location of the memorial to the Teton Mountains of Wyoming, but Standing 

Bear stressed that Paha Sapa was the most culturally significant location to honor Crazy 

Horse’s legacy (Hogg, 2017).  Ultimately, they settled on a site in central Paha Sapa known 

among the Lakota as Thunderhead Mountain.  Ziolkowski began to construct models of how 

he envisioned the carving – it would feature a Native man on a horse pointing with arm 

outstretched to symbolize Crazy Horse’s famous quote “My lands are where my dead lie 

buried” (Hogg, 2017, p. 130).  The dedication of the memorial took place in 1948 (Figure 

4.47, A), with Henry Standing Bear and several Native veterans of the Battle of the Little 

Bighorn in attendance (Hogg, 2017, p. 130), though not all tribal members and leaders 

supported the monument.  Among the grievances raised were that the monument could not 

accurately depict Crazy Horse as his photograph had never been taken, and that the 

monument, like the carving of Thunkasila Sakpe Paha, was a desecration of the Sacred 

Landscape (Knight, 2014, p. 225).  Despite the controversy, blasting began shortly after the 

1948 dedication ceremony (Figure 4.47, B), though carving of Crazy Horse’s face would not 

commence until over a decade later (See Chapter 5).   
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A.         B.    

     

Figure 4.47: [A] Henry Standing Bear and Korczak Ziolkowski in 1948, with a model of the 
Crazy Horse Memorial at the site where construction would soon begin. Source: Peglar 
(2019). [B] Korczak Ziolokowski in 1959, watching a dynamite blast on the mountain prior to 
carving.  Source: Iwasaki (1959). 

Also in the early years of the Tourism & Recreational Area cultural period, Benjamin Black 

Elk, the son of Oglala spiritual leader Nicholas Black Elk who had assisted with the translation 

of his father’s accounts for the book Black Elk Speaks, made his own significant contribution 

toward Native representation.  Like his father, Ben believed in cross-cultural understanding 

and inclusivity, and that all people, regardless of the color of their skin or the circumstances 

of their birth, could know love and compassion if given the opportunity for dialogue (Black 

Elk DeSersa, Black Elk Pourier, DeSersa Jr., & De Sersa, 2003, pp. 3-23).  He became the 

“unofficial greeter” at Mount Rushmore, sharing his cultural traditions and engaging in 

casual conversation with visitors (Figure 4.48).  Mount Rushmore staff did not pay Ben a 

wage; rather, he made a living on donations from tourists in exchange for photographs 

(Black Elk DeSersa et al., 2003, p. 41).  It is estimated that, over the 27 years Ben Black Elk 

worked in this role, as many as 5,000 photographs were taken of him each day.  This made 

him one of the most photographed people of all time and earned him the nickname “The 

Fifth Face of Mount Rushmore” (Ode, 1984).  Ben’s father passed away in 1950 (Holler, 

2000, p. 30), though the Duhamel Sioux Indian Pageant Nicholas Black Elk had started was 

still in operation at the time of his death (L. Sundstrom, 2008). 
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Figure 4.48: Benjamin Black Elk, son of Lakota spiritual leader Hehaka Sapa (Nicholas Black 
Elk) at Mount Rushmore. Source: Indian Country Today Editorial Team (2012). 

Despite the emergent movement to increase representation for Native peoples and 

communicate the cultural significance of Paha Sapa, the plight of the Native people both 

throughout the United States and in the region was far from over.  While many (though not 

all) of the United States’ Native boarding schools, including Carlisle and the Rapid City Indian 

Schools, had closed down by the 1960s (Prucha, 1995, p. 929), the notion that Native 

families and communities could not be allowed to care for and educate their own children 

remained the core philosophy of state-run institutions.  In the late 1960s, approximately 

twenty-five to thirty-five percent of all Native children throughout the nation were living 

either in adopted homes, foster care, or boarding schools, and eighty-five percent of 

adoptions granted custody to non-Native families (Prucha, 1995, p. 1155).  Often, child 

removal occurred without due process, and its basis was cultural rather than humanitarian.  

For instance, children could be confiscated by the state if they were living with a relative 

other than their parents, a common practice in Native communities where definitions of 

kinship extended beyond the nuclear family (Jones, Tilden, & Gaines-Stoner, 2008, p. 3).  

Child removal was particularly rampant in South Dakota, where Native children were sixteen 

times more likely to be placed in foster care than children of all other races combined 

(Prucha, 1995, p. 1155). 

This entrenched practice was part of a sustained state-led effort to force Native people of all 

ages away from reservations.  Through a series of policies, the federal government had cut 
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subsidies to Native people living on reservations and had incentivized them to settle in urban 

population centers under the Indian Relocation Act of 1956 (R. L. Robbins, 1992, p. 99).  

Native people recognized these measures as acts of colonization, and feelings of dissent 

within reservations and among Native people living away from reservations gradually 

increased.  More and more individuals began to find the practice of dancing for tourists in 

the absence of meaningful reforms degrading, and, in the year following the passage of the 

Indian Relocation Act of 1956, The Duhamel Sioux Indian Pageant ended its thirty-year run 

(L. Sundstrom, 2008).  The Native-focused tourism initiatives in Paha Sapa had provided 

representation without reconciliation, and the continued systemic oppression of Native 

peoples in the region and elsewhere invalidated the image of inter-cultural harmony they 

presented.  While Ben Black Elk continued his work toward intercultural understanding at 

Mount Rushmore until his death in 1973 (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 291), many Native 

people reasoned that, if their efforts to achieve social and environmental justice in Paha 

Sapa and elsewhere were to succeed, a more active approach to visibility would be required.   

4.6.2.2. The Native Civil Rights Movement and Subsequent Legal Reforms 

As the Civil Rights Movement swept throughout the United States in the 1960s, its message 

resounded with the Native people from various nations, who continued to experience 

intergenerational trauma resulting from centuries of oppression.  In July of 1968, Native 

activists Dennis Banks, Clyde Bellecourt, and George Mitchell founded an organization 

known as the American Indian Movement (AIM) in Minneapolis, Minnesota.  They later 

recruited Oglala Lakota activist Russell Means and Clyde’s older brother, Vernon, and the 

organization began to grow rapidly.  While AIM’s initial mission was to confront police 

brutality and poverty among Native people living in urban areas, its focus soon expanded to 

broader systemic issues such as treaty rights, environmental protection, and education 

reform (Churchill & Vander Wall, 2002, pp. 118-120).  AIM took part in a high-profile 

occupation of Alcatraz Island alongside the activist organization Indians of All Tribes (IAT); 

this protest lasted from 1969 to 1971 and resulted in the forced removal of the protesters by 

the United States government (C. R. Kelly, 2014). 
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In 1970, AIM partnered with a group known as United Native Americans (UNA) and three 

unaffiliated female Lakota activists in Rapid City to occupy Mount Rushmore to raise 

awareness of the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868 (Figure 4.49, A).  A group of around forty 

activists scaled the mountain and set up camp on the top (Figure 4.49, B).  They draped a 

large banner with the words “Sioux Indian Power” over the face of one of the presidents, 

and Miniconjou Lakota medicine man John Fire Lame Deer erected a ceremonial staff and 

renamed Mount Rushmore “Crazy Horse Mountain” (Banks & Erdoes, 2005, pp. 109-111).  

After roughly 12 hours of occupation, the National Park Service deployed fifty rangers and 

deputies to remove the demonstrators.  Many of the activists dispersed before the rangers 

arrived, although twenty arrests took place on top of the mountain (Landry, 2017).  In the 

wake of this incident, Congress approved the budget for the NPS to establish a 40-man riot 

control squad to move between the nation’s National Parks, and Mount Rushmore 

Superintendent Wallace O. McCaw cited “Indian demonstrations” as the explicit reason to 

increase security (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 292).  From that year onward, AIM began to 

focus on Paha Sapa and the surrounding region, and the organization set up a permanent 

presence at Pine Ridge Reservation, the home of Russell Means and several members of the 

Means family who were also AIM activists (Churchill & Vander Wall, 2002, p. 122).   

A.             B.    

         

Figure 4.49: [A] American Indian Movement (AIM) Founder Dennis Banks delivers a speech 
at the base of Mount Rushmore in 1970. Source: B. Ward (2017). [B] Protesters at the top of 
Mount Rushmore; John Fire Lame Deer is pictured second from left.  Source: Cooper (2016). 
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In 1973, AIM activists and other Native civil rights leaders occupied the town of Wounded 

Knee on the Pine Ridge Reservation, the same site at which the infamous massacre had 

occurred in 1890.  Reasons for the occupation included the historical significance of the site 

and widespread objection to the leadership of tribal president Richard Wilson, who was 

accused of engaging in corrupt and autocratic practices (Crow Dog & Erdoes, 2014).  

Approximately 200 activists from within and outside of the Reservation established a 

perimeter around the town.  The demonstrators again demanded that the United States 

honor the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868, and the Ghost Dance was performed publicly for 

the first documented time since The Ghost Dance War in the late nineteenth century (Banks 

& Erdoes, 2005, p. 181; Crow Dog & Erdoes, 2014). It did not take long for the demonstration 

to attract the attention of the authorities, specifically the Federal Bureau of Investigation 

(FBI).   FBI director J. Edgar Hoover had died in 1972, but the anti-civil-rights precedents his 

counterintelligence organization COINTELPRO had established in the 1960s continued to be 

standard practice within the organization (Churchill & Vander Wall, 2002, p. 62).  The FBI 

planted undercover agents within the movement at Wounded Knee to pose as hyper-

militant activists, and media broadcasts throughout the country portrayed AIM activists as 

guerrilla forces to be feared (Churchill & Vander Wall, 2002, pp. 126, 261).   

As tensions escalated both within the movement and between activists and authorities, the 

Federal Government sent armored vehicles and helicopters carrying up to a thousand FBI 

agents, U.S. Marshalls, and National Guard personnel armed with M-16 assault rifles to 

surround the town (Reinhardt, 2007, p. 3).  This was the start of a 71-day standoff known as 

the Siege of Wounded Knee (Figure 4.50, A) which ultimately culminated in a series of 

shootings in which two activists were killed, fourteen were wounded, and one went missing 

without a trace.  Two law enforcement officers were also wounded in the shootings (BBC 

News World Service, 2013; Malcolm, 1973). The AIM demonstrators met with federal forces 

on May 8th, 1973 and formally agreed to end the occupation (Figure 4.50, B; Banks & Erdoes, 

2005, pp. 3-11; Searcy, 2014).  The Siege of Wounded Knee had come to an end, but the 

event had been successful in drawing national attention to the historical plight of Native 

people, as well as the contemporary struggles they faced on reservations. These lessons 

would remain in the forefront of public discourse in the decade to follow. 
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A. 

 

B. 

 

Figure 4.50: [A] Coalition of activists during the Siege of Wounded Knee. Source: Duty 
(2013). [B] AIM leader Russell Means shakes hands with US Assistant Attorney General Kent 
Frizell finalizing the end of the occupation.  AIM founder Dennis Banks stands behind Frizell 
wearing a headband and serape.  Source: Searcy (2014). 

A series of legal battles pertaining to the rights of Native people within Paha Sapa and 

elsewhere came on the heels of the Civil Rights Movement and led to significant legal 

reforms.  In 1978, a thorough review was conducted surrounding discriminatory Adoption 
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Era childcare policies.  After a series of high-profile congressional hearings which included 

emotional testimony from Native families, the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) was passed 

(Jones et al., 2008).  This law stipulated that tribes have a say in child custody and welfare 

proceedings, and that adoption, when necessary, would be preferentially granted to 

members of the child’s extended family in a Native cultural setting (Prucha, 1995, p. 1156).  

The passage of ICWA did not eradicate cultural bias from the foster care system, but it was 

still a monumental victory for Native people throughout the United States.  Communities 

could finally begin to heal the wounds to identity and cultural heritage that assimilatory 

boarding schools and adoption policies had inflicted. 

Another monumental legal victory for Native people came shortly after – this time specific to 

the legacy of Paha Sapa.  On June 30th, 1980, The Supreme Court of the United States ruled 

in an 8-1 decision that the United States had broken the terms of the Treaty of Fort Laramie 

of 1868 by allowing Euro-American settlers to occupy the range from 1874-1876.  Moreover, 

The “Agreement” of 1877 (AKA “Sell or Starve”) was found to have violated the Fifth 

Amendment of the United States Constitution by not providing fair restitution for the land 

that was taken (Hanson, 1980).  The Court ordered that “just compensation…including an 

award of interest…be paid to the Sioux Nation” ("United States v. Sioux Nation of Indians," 

1980), and an amount $103 million dollars was offered for the stolen land.  However, the 

LDN people to whom the money was intended declined to accept the funds, as doing so 

would waive any future right they have to freely occupy Paha Sapa under their own terms.  

Tribal leaders argued then that “The Black Hills are not for sale” and have maintained that 

position in the years since (Brewer & Dennis, 2019; Ostler, 2010).  However, the high-profile 

Supreme Court Case may have resulted in some recognition of the cultural significance of 

Paha Sapa’s natural state.  Less than five months later, Congress mandated the protection of 

over thirteen thousand acres of the Black Hills National Forest under the Colorado 

Wilderness Act of 1980, establishing what is now known as The Black Elk Wilderness 

("Colorado Wilderness Act of 1980," 1980; United States Department of Agriculture Forest 

Service, 2020a). 

Unfortunately for those who sought to advance Native sovereignty during and since the Civil 

Rights Movement, not all impacts that arose from their efforts of cultural visibility were 

favorable to their cause.  The image propagated by the FBI in local and national media of 
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Native protesters as militant dissidents was the only perspective to which many Americans 

were exposed (Churchill & Vander Wall, 2002, p. 250), and the character and motivations of 

those who fought for Native rights continued to be cast in a negative light.   

In his famous book Under Western Skies, environmental historian Donald Worster implied 

that activists constructed Paha Sapa’s legacy as a Sacred Landscape in order to receive 

financial compensation from the US Government (Worster, 1994, pp. 136-153).  Worster’s 

intent in this assertion was likely not malicious, as he has compassionately reflected upon 

Native sovereignty and environmental preservation elsewhere in the book and throughout 

his career.  However, this claim causes harm in the sense that it continues to cast public 

doubt on the cultural significance of Paha Sapa, despite being overwhelmingly contradicted 

by an array of archaeological evidence and historical anecdotes to the contrary (See Section 

4.2; L. Sundstrom, 1997).  When Paha Sapa’s status as a millennia-old Sacred Landscape was 

not being disputed, it was being used to fuel the development of tourism initiatives focused 

on Native culture.  Unlike the Native-focused tourism avenues that preceded and 

immediately followed WWII (e.g. The Duhamel Sioux Indian Pageant), few of these new 

attractions were owned or managed by Native people.  While some of these ventures may 

have been rooted in altruism, others were and are clear examples of cultural 

commodification and appropriation (See Chapter 5). 

4.6.2.3. Other Significant Tourism Milestones 

The previous two sections have focused predominantly on Native issues within and 

surrounding the Tourism & Recreational Area of Paha Sapa.  However, it is important to note 

that activities with no direct connection to Native people often overshadowed Native-

focused tourism and civil disobedience.  Far more prevalent than attractions that honored 

the Native History of the region were those that showcased the relatively brief Euro-

American heritage in the Frontier Settlement days.  Deadwood’s annual Days of ’76 Festival, 

which had run almost every year since 1924, continued to grow in popularity, cementing 

Euro-American identity and connection to place (Figure 4.51).  In Paha Sapa and elsewhere 

west of the Mississippi River, mythical and romantic portrayals of white settler life in the 

American Western Frontier received further reinforcement from the growing Western genre 

of film.  The legendary American West had such international appeal that it ushered in the 
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era of “Spaghetti Westerns” – Western films shot in Europe and directed by Italian directors 

(Fridlund, 2014). 

 

Figure 4.51: Postcard image of the Days of ’76 Parade in Deadwood, circa 1970.  Source: 
(City of Deadwood, 2013). 

Another major tourist attraction that grew in popularity throughout Paha Sapa’s time as a 

Tourism & Recreational Area was the annual Sturgis Motorcycle Rally (Figure 4.52).  When 

this event began in 1938, it was primarily focused on motorcycle racing and stunts – with a 

low ratio of competitors and performers to spectators.  However, in the years following 

World War II, economic prosperity coupled with rapid technological development triggered 

a shift in this dynamic.  Locals and visitors to the region could afford their own motorcycles, 

and while competitive and spectator events still occurred, they were largely replaced by 

activities that accommodated large groups of motorcyclists.  Within this context (which 

could easily be the subject of a PhD thesis in itself), a distinctive biker culture melding the 

rugged individualism of the West with national pride, consumerism, and testosterone 

emerged (Austin, Gagne, & Orend, 2010).  As the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally rapidly grew to the 

largest event of its sort in the world (Bonilla, 1998), motorcycles had effectively replaced 

horses as the predominant solitary, open-air mode of transportation in Paha Sapa. 
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Figure 4.52:  The Sturgis Motorcycle Rally in 1950.  Source: “The History of the Sturgis 
Motorcycle Rally” (2013). 

In the years since Paha Sapa’s transformation to a Tourism & Recreational Area began, 

Mount Rushmore has remained the cornerstone of tourism and national identity within Paha 

Sapa.  Borglum had established the precedent of hosting large events at the monument to 

celebrate American Independence Day on July 4th (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 168), and this 

tradition was upheld throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  Visitation 

continued to dramatically increase, and ambitious infrastructure changes were implemented 

in 1966 under the sweeping “Mission 66” plan that applied to all US National Parks and 

Monuments (Allaback, 2000, p. 223).  However, even these were found to be inadequate to 

accommodate the growing throngs of tourists, which had reached over 1.5 million per 

annum by the 1980s (Figure 4.53, A; Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 293).  In 1993, the “old” 

Mission 66 visitor center was demolished and replaced by a much larger structure.  Several 

new additions were made around this time, including an interpretive center, a multi-level 

parking garage, a 1,500-seat amphitheater, and the “Avenue of Flags”, an elaborate walkway 

featuring the flags of each US state and territory (Figure 4.53, B; Reed & Wallace, 2016, pp. 

295-302).  This unprecedented scale of construction produced the expansive present-day 

infrastructure around the monument (See Chapter 5). 
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A. 

 

B. 

 

Figure 4.53: [A] The parking lot for Mount Rushmore overflows for the 1976 American 
Independence Day Celebration.  Source: Reed and Wallace (2016, p. 293). [B] Construction 
of the Mount Rushmore amphitheater, interpretive center, multi-level parking garage, 
Avenue of Flags – viewed from the top of the Monument.  Source: Reed and Wallace (2016, 
p. 298). 
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4.6.3. Chapter Conclusion: Paha Sapa in the “New West” 

The turn of the twenty-first century of the Current Era is often portrayed in academic 

literature and popular culture as a significant social, cultural, and technological turning point 

in human history.  When the scope is widened to the past thirteen-and-a-half-thousand 

years of human history in Paha Sapa, though, the cultural importance of an arbitrarily-set 

date (The year “2000 A.D.”) is quickly undermined.  Despite the presumptions inherent in 

discussions around the “new millennium”, one advantage of them is they encourage 

reflection on the past and present, and underscore how quickly norms, material culture, and 

practices can change.  Western historians have engaged in this process of reflection within 

the past twenty years and have noted very real trends to emerge in the culture of locales 

such as Paha Sapa.  In their ironically titled book A Rediscovered Frontier, Philip Lloyd 

Jackson and Robert Kuhlken write: 

“The postmodern rural West at the beginning of the twenty-first century evinces 
rapid population growth, speculative real estate markets, and a frenzied rush to 
develop a facsimile of suburban America with little regard for the region’s unique 
natural, historical, and cultural values.” (P. L. Jackson & Kuhlken, 2006) 

In describing the recent cultural changes within what is now known as the American West, 

Jackson and Kuhlken, along with several other authors (Comer, 1999; P. Robbins, Meehan, 

Gosnell, & Gilbertz, 2009; Winkler, Field, Luloff, Krannich, & Williams, 2007) noted around 

the turn of the twenty-first century that relatively rapid social and economic change had 

occurred in what is now known as the American West.  These authors all use the term “New 

West” to describe what Jackson and Kuhlken characterize as an “amenity driven landscape” 

in which “recreational pursuits and tourism” have replaced extractive industries as the core 

economic mainstays (P. L. Jackson & Kuhlken, 2006, p. 1).   

Today, Paha Sapa remains one of the most sacred places to the descendants of the Native 

people who once lived there.  However, one would never know it, as the region presently 

exemplifies the “New West” in every sense of the term.  Paha Sapa’s transformation from a 

Sacred Landscape to a Frontier Settlement severed people’s connection to the environment 

and to each other across cultural traditions and ethnic groups.  The dawn of tourism in the 

region then lionized Euro-American frontier traditions and environmental philosophy, 

further attempting to consign its ecocentric legacy to a bygone age.  In the following 
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chapter, I present the contemporary cultural period of Paha Sapa, using exchanges from my 

interviews to demonstrate the various interests and agendas acting upon the region’s future.  

These interpretations are fiercely competing for influence on the land, as the story of culture 

and cultural change in Paha Sapa continues to unfold.   
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5.1. Contemporary Culture: Introduction 

I have dedicated this chapter to presenting and analyzing the contemporary culture of Paha 

Sapa (Research Question 2).  My intention is for Chapter 5 to “pick up where Chapter 4 left 

off” – integrating past with present and providing a portrayal of early-twenty-first-century 

dynamics within the region.  While I argue that Paha Sapa is still experiencing the Tourism & 

Recreational Area cultural period, much has changed in the region since the mid-twentieth 

century when this cultural period began.  In the following section (5.2), I describe the natural 

and built environments of the present, the current state of intercultural relations, and how 

the region has responded to recent internal and external developments (some of which have 

occurred during this PhD).  In a certain sense, this section is similar to the “historical review” 

sections of Chapter 4, as it draws from published information on the region to investigate a 

specific stage of Paha Sapa’s ongoing cultural development.  However, unlike my analyses of 

the Sacred Landscape and Frontier Settlement, my analysis of the contemporary cultural 

period is not intended to be built upon the literature alone. 

In Section 5.3, I diverge from published information on the region to present key exchanges 

(conversation segments) from my interviews.  I analyze these through the lens of the 

Cultures Framework, using the same nine subcategories of norms, material culture, and 

practices employed for the Sacred Landscape and Frontier Settlement in Chapter 4.  In 

presenting these exchanges, I comment on how they fit within the larger story of Paha Sapa, 

and the competing interests and agendas they highlight.  To conclude this chapter in Section 

5.4, I present my results on cultural connectivity (visualized using a chord diagram) and 

discuss the broader realities and external influences on culture that my interview exchanges 

elucidate. My objective in this chapter is to provide a perspective on the contemporary 

culture of a region I believe to be deceptively complex and dynamic. 
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5.2. Paha Sapa Today 

5.2.1. Twenty-first Century Tourism in Paha Sapa 

5.2.1.1. Introduction to Contemporary Tourism 

Paha Sapa in the present is, by all appearances, the epitome of what P. L. Jackson and 

Kuhlken (2006) describe as a “New West landscape”.  The cultural changes described in 

Chapter 4 have produced a Tourism & Recreational Area defined by romanticization of Euro-

American settler history and fueled by the promise of amenities and experiences.  The 

competing forces of social change and stagnation, and those of environmental alteration and 

preservation, are on full display, and the future repercussions of mounting civil unrest within 

the region have yet to be witnessed.  Tourism in Paha Sapa has been controversial since its 

inception, and as Native people in the region continue to maintain that “The Black Hills are 

not for sale” (Brewer & Dennis, 2019), efforts to market the product of Paha Sapa have only 

accelerated. 

As it has been since the conclusion of the Second World War, tourism throughout the state 

of South Dakota is still a burgeoning industry.  In 2018, the year I visited Paha Sapa for my 

field work, the state reported that 14.1 million people had visited, and spending was 

estimated at 4 billion US dollars.  These figures signified the ninth straight year of tourism 

growth in the state and were the highest ever recorded (Tourism Economics, 2018a).  

Tourism industry sales were higher in Paha Sapa and the nearby Badlands National Park than 

any other region at 38%, and more than 18,600 jobs there were supported primarily by 

visitor spending (Tourism Economics, 2018b).  Lawrence County in Northern Paha Sapa 

(including the popular tourism destination of Deadwood) contributed eleven percent of 

South Dakota’s tourism revenue, while Pennington county in Central Paha Sapa (including 

Rapid City, Keystone, and the Mount Rushmore National Memorial) contributed nearly 

twenty percent (Tourism Economics, 2018b).  The single largest contributing event to 

tourism in the region is the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally (Figure 5.1), which averaged nearly five-

hundred-thousand attendees per annum between the years of 2016 and 2019 (Amundson, 

2017; Holland, 2019).  These numbers, according to State Department of Tourism Secretary 

James Hagen, “proved once again that tourism is an incredibly important part of the South 

Dakota economy” (Mearhoff, 2019). 
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Figure 5.1: Streets of Deadwood during the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally, 2019.  Source: South 
Dakota Department of Revenue (2019). 

5.2.1.2. Paha Sapa’s Natural Environment 

In the twenty-first century, Paha Sapa’s natural environment has adopted a very different 

appearance than that of the Sacred Landscape.   Over 3,600 miles (≈5,800 kilometers) of 

paved roads zigzag throughout the range (United States Department of Agriculture Forest 

Service, 2020b), forming a network connecting main hubs including Rapid City, Sturgis, 

Keystone, and Deadwood.   Many of the old-growth (150-years-old or older) ponderosa pine 

forests in Paha Sapa were cut down during the Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries, 

though some still endure in remote, and largely unadvertised, locations (Meierhenry, 2008).  

Timber extraction in more accessible parts of the range is unsustainable, and the United 

States Forest Service estimates that, by 2054, all sawtimber in the range will be depleted 

(Graham, Battaglia, & Jain, 2019).  Exploratory gold mining continues (Tupper, 2019), and 

each year, new initiatives and infrastructure to encourage and accommodate a growing 

number of residents and tourists are developed (Black Hills and Badlands Tourism 

Association, 2020).  However, despite these human-induced alterations to the land, people 

are drawn to Paha Sapa’s unique environment as they have been for millennia.  

Paha Sapa’s distinctive landmarks, many of which were and are sacred sites within the 

region’s Native cultures, have become major tourist attractions, and infrastructure has 

expanded dramatically to increase their accessibility.  Bear Lodge, or Devil’s Tower National 
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Monument as it is more commonly known, receives around five-hundred-thousand visitors 

per year (United States National Park Service, 2020a) and continues to draw crowds from its 

appearance as an extraterrestrial landing site in the 1977 film Close Encounters of the Third 

Kind (Carlson, 2009, p. 122).  Various caves in the region, including Washun Niya (Wind Cave) 

and Jewel Cave, are managed by the National Park Service and are inaccessible to the public 

outside guided tours (United States National Park Service, 2020b, 2020f).  The mountains 

Inyan Kara, Bear Butte, and Hinhan Kaga Paha (Black Elk Peak) are presently popular hiking 

and mountaineering sites , and prayer flags left by the region’s Native people are a common 

sight to see at these sacred sites (Ezell, 2012; Howard, 2016; Penry, 2013). 

Since automobiles first became widely available in the early twentieth century, scenic driving 

has been an integral component of the Tourism & Recreational Area culture in Paha Sapa (S. 

B. Julin, 2005).  A deep, narrow gorge in the northern range known as Spearfish Canyon is a 

popular scenic drive and contains several waterfalls and rock-climbing locations.  There are 

also numerous scenic drives within Custer State Park in Central-Southern Paha Sapa.  The 

Needles Highway is a narrow, winding road from which the granite formations known as the 

Needles can be seen, and contains an iconic tunnel known as the “Needle’s Eye” (Figure 5.2, 

A).  Iron Mountain Road, constructed under Peter Norbeck’s direction in 1930, connects 

Custer State Park to Mount Rushmore, and Wildlife Loop Road showcases habitat for a range 

of wildlife species, including free-roaming herds of around 1,400 American bison (South 

Dakota Game Fish & Parks, 2020c) which sometimes cause traffic jams (Figure 5.2, B).  At the 

end of summer, the bison are corralled, tested, and sorted for the purposes of conservation 

in an annual spectator event known as the Custer State Park Buffalo Roundup (South Dakota 

Game Fish & Parks, 2020a).  
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A.        B. 

     

Figure 5.2: [A] “Threading the Needle’s Eye” tunnel on Needles Highway, central Paha Sapa.  
Photo by Rebecca McMullin. [B] A “bison jam” on Wildlife Loop Road.  Source: Black Hills 
and Badlands (2020b). 

Environments within Paha Sapa that have been more explicitly modified also offer a range of 

recreational pursuits.  The manmade Sylvan Lake within Custer State Park is a popular 

swimming destination, as well as a hub for nature trails and scenic drives (Black Hills and 

Badlands, 2020a).  Over a dozen golf courses are currently maintained in the Paha Sapa 

region (with five in the range itself; Tripadvisor, 2020a), and Terry Peak in the Northern 

Range is the home of several ski fields open in winter (Terry Peak Ski Area, 2020).  

Recreational vehicles and motor coaches have also become ingrained in Paha Sapa’s 

contemporary culture, and several dozen RV parks are occupied throughout the tourist 

season by visitors and “work-campers” (Black Hills Vacations, 2020).  In light of what the 

Tourism and Recreational Area has become, it is difficult to deny that Peter Norbeck’s vision 

of broadcasting Paha Sapa’s natural environment to visitors and transforming the region into 

a “vacationland” (S. B. Julin, 2005), has come to fruition. 

5.2.1.3. Euro-American Commemoration 

Many of the built environments of present-day Paha Sapa, both within and outside of the 

tourism sector, are dedicated to Euro-American heritage commemoration.  An abundance of 

locales including, but not limited to, the cities of Custer and Sturgis, and the counties of 
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Custer, Meade, and Pennington are named after Frontier Settlement historical figures 

(United States Federal Writers Project, 1940).  In addition to place names, monuments and 

museums paint a romantic picture of the “Old West”.  Near the shores of Stockade Lake 

southeast of Custer, a monument to Anna “Annie” Donna Fraser Tallent of the Gordon party 

honors the “first white woman to enter the Black Hills” (Figure 5.3, A; The Historical Marker 

Database, 2020).  The Black Hills Mining Museum in Lead “preserves the rich mining heritage 

of the Black Hills” (Black Hills Mining Museum, 2020); The South Dakota State Railroad 

Museum in Hill City conveys the history of railroads in the region (South Dakota State 

Railroad Museum, 2020); and The Days of ’76 Museum in Deadwood contains artifacts from 

past Days of ’76 Festivals, highlighting the longevity of Frontier Settlement commemoration 

as a cultural tradition (See Section 4.6; Deadwood History, 2020). 

A variety of Frontier Settlement-focused attractions aimed specifically at tourists also exist in 

the region.  For instance, in Deadwood, visitors can play poker at the restored Saloon #10 

where James Butler “Wild Bill” Hickock was shot and watch regular re-enactments of the 

legendary gunslinger’s untimely death (Figure 5.3, B; Saloon #10, 2020).  Three to four times 

each day throughout the summer, the 1880 Historic Train (Figure 5.3, C) runs between 

Keystone and Hill City, burning 200-400 gallons of used motor oil per-trip to recreate the 

traditional steam-power experience (1880 Train, 2020).  Visitors can take a guided tour of 

the Broken Boot Gold Mine (Broken Boot Gold Mine, 2020), or pan for gold with the kids at 

Big Thunder (Big Thunder Gold Mine, 2020).  In fact, “Black Hills gold” is the official state 

jewelry of South Dakota (McPherson, 2011, p. 133), and various items made from it are 

widely available for purchase (Figure 5.3, D). 
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Figure 5.3: [A] A monument to Annie Tallent near Custer.  Source: The Historical Marker 
Database (2020). [B] A re-enactment of Wild Bill Hickock’s assassination at Saloon #10. 
Source: Tripadvisor (2020c) [C] The historic 1880 Train running between Keystone and Hill 
City Source: Powder House (2020). [D] A pendant of Jesus Christ on the cross cast in Black 
Hills gold, available for purchase online or at a local jewelry store. Source: All Black Hills Gold 
Jewelry (2020). 
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Beyond the Frontier Settlement Period, numerous places and monuments celebrate the 

region’s transformation to a Tourism & Recreational Area.  The Evans Plunge in Hot Springs 

highlights its 130-year history as one of Paha Sapa’s first “tourist attractions”, and has 

undergone multiple rebuilds and renovations to resemble a modern waterpark (Evans 

Plunge, 2020).  Friendship Tower still stands upon Mount Roosevelt to the Northwest of 

Deadwood, with the original brass plaque unveiled at the 1919 dedication ceremony intact 

(Bawden, 2019).  Almost a century after President Calvin Coolidge’s 1927 visit to Paha Sapa, 

The State Game Lodge, now a public resort, takes pride in its time as the “Summer White 

House”, and visitors can stay in the suite once occupied by President Coolidge and his family 

(Custer State Park Resort, 2020).  Peter Norbeck is widely regarded as the most influential 

historical figure in transforming Paha Sapa to a nationally recognized tourism destination, 

and therefore his name is omnipresent in the region.  Doane Robinson’s name is not as 

ubiquitous as Norbeck’s, though he is honored by a historical marker east of Keystone and a 

tunnel on the windy mountain highway 16A (Tupper, 2017c). 

Robinson, Norbeck, and Borglum’s magnum opus, the site presently known as Mount 

Rushmore, remains at the center of celebrations of Euro-American heritage in Paha Sapa.  

The site is such a staple of South Dakota culture that in 1992, the state changed its official 

moniker from “The Sunshine State” to “The Mount Rushmore State” (Figure 5.4, A; South 

Dakota Historical Society Foundation, 2016).  Infrastructure at the monument has continued 

to expand (Figure 5.4, B) and, in recent years, the monument has boasted record visitor 

numbers exceeding 2.4 million per annum from 2015 to 2017.  However, number of visitors 

declined in 2018 to 2.3 million, then even more drastically in 2019 to 1.96 million (United 

States National Park Service, 2020e).  In 2020, Mount Rushmore would feature in the 

international spotlight at the height of the COVID-19 Pandemic, an event I discuss in greater 

detail in Chapter 6. 
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Figure 5.4: [A] Emblem at the center of the South Dakota State Flag.  Source: South Dakota 
Secretary of State (2020). [B] Mount Rushmore’s contemporary infrastructure.  Source: 
Pletcher (2020). 

In addition to commemorations of region-specific Euro-American history, celebrations of 

whiteness elsewhere and throughout the nation are prevalent in Paha Sapa.  The Battle Flag 

of the Army of Northern Virginia – widely known as the “Confederate Flag”, despite the fact 

that it was never adopted as a national symbol of the Confederacy (Coski, 1996) – is a 

common sight to see in the region (Figure 5.5, A, B).  While the flag is regarded by many to 

be an overt calling card of white supremacy, its proponents who live within the States that 

fought on the side of the Confederacy often claim that it is merely an icon of their “Southern 

heritage” (Corbould, 2020; Coski, 1996).  If these claims are to be believed, a not-so-

perplexing mystery remains.  What reason would anyone have to fly the Flag in South 

Dakota – a state in the northern U.S. that did not exist until twenty-four years after the end 

of the American Civil War (J. E. Miller, 1990; Weigley, 2000)?  In the absence of “Southern 

heritage”, what other ideology could the flag conceivably represent? 
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Figure 5.5: [A] A hoodie (that could be described as ironic, among other adjectives) for sale 
in a Keystone apparel store (Photo by Will Stovall). [B] “Confederate Flag” inside the gift 
shop of the Devil’s Tower National Monument.  Source: Tripadvisor (2020b). 

Commemorations of Euro-American ancestry in Paha Sapa have come full circle as they 

approach present incarnations of white supremacy.  In the 2016 presidential election, 

Donald Trump carried the state of South Dakota in a landslide victory, winning 61.5% of the 

vote, as opposed to Hillary Clinton’s 31.7% ("Election 2016: South Dakota Results," 2016).  In 

the counties comprising Paha Sapa, Trump won between 62.5% (Lawrence County) and 

90.3% (Harding County).  One notable exception to this trend in this region was Oglala 

Lakota County (in which the Pine Ridge Reservation to the Southeast of Paha Sapa is 

located), where Hillary Clinton won 86% of the vote over Trump’s 8.3% ("Election 2016: 

South Dakota Results," 2016).  Trump, who, during his campaign and throughout his 

presidency, has repeatedly stoked fears of the “other” among his predominantly Euro-

American “base” (Ball, 2016; B. Bennett, 2020; Tackett & Haberman, 2019), now features 

ubiquitously in Paha Sapa’s present-day commemorations.  He is widely admired among 

residents and visitors to the region (Groves, 2020a), and merchandise items disseminating 

his ideologies are available for purchase in tourist areas (Figure 5.6, A-D). 
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Figure 5.6: A sample of Donald Trump-themed merchandise. [A] Presidential Coloring Book 
featuring Donald, Barron, and Melania – “Join us for a colorful adventure in Washington 
D.C!” [B] “Finally someone with balls!” [C] “If you can read this, the bitch fell off. Make 
America Great Again.” [D] “Welcome to America, now speak English or get the f*ck out. 
Trump/Pence 2020.”  Photos by Will Stovall. 
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5.2.2. Intercultural Relations 

5.2.2.1. State of Native Affairs 

Tensions between Euro-American and Native cultures that began several centuries ago in 

the land now known as North America continue to this day.  Native nations, several of which 

still inhabit the lands to which the United States government forcibly relocated them, face a 

range of struggles, and these are occasionally cast into the limelight as discussions on 

systemic racism escalate worldwide.  The leaders of the Native Civil Rights Movement have 

passed the torch to the activists of today, who continue to fight for legal and symbolic 

victories despite seemingly constant incursions of local, state, and federal authorities.  This 

section is dedicated to a brief overview of some of the profound challenges Native people 

face throughout the nation, and to the specific struggle for sovereignty and civil rights in the 

region of Paha Sapa. 

Throughout the nation, Native children are presently three to four times more likely to be 

placed in foster care than white children (National Indian Child Welfare Association, 2017).  

ICWA provides some protection, but it is frequently under attack by Christian organizations 

and misrepresented on conservative cable news networks and their websites (Asgarian, 

2020).  In addition to uncertainty regarding the fate of Native children, women and girls who 

live on reservations are also at a high risk of abduction, sexual assault, and murder.  The 

statistics on missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls (MMIWG) throughout the 

United States and Canada are largely unreported as, historically, tribal authorities were 

legally unable to apprehend or prosecute even if offenders were identified (Baker, 2019; 

Morton, 2016).  In 2013, the federal Violence Against Women Act was authorized in 

Congress (Flay, 2017).  This statute gave tribes some authority to prosecute, though in many 

places including South Dakota, its provisions were only partially implemented (Cook, 2015).  

In 2019, the Democrat-controlled US House of Representatives passed a bill to further 

increase tribal authority to prosecute offenders, but this legislation was tabled indefinitely 

by the Republican Senate due to a perceived conflict of interest with the National Rifle 

Association (NRA; Willis, 2019). 

Within the vicinity of Paha Sapa, Native tribes often clash with state and local authorities 

over tourism and other extractive industries’ use of the region.  Tribal authorities have taken 
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official stances against the sale and further prospecting of “Black Hills gold”, citing its 

historical and contemporary social and environmental impacts (Nauman, 2017b).  The sacred 

site Pe Sla (Reynolds’ Prairie), considered to be at the heart of everything and a part of the 

Lakota Falling Star stories (See Section 4.2), has been opened for mining by a Vancouver-

based company, and tribes are engaged in an ongoing battle to prevent the endeavor 

(Nauman, 2017a).  In 2012, a Master’s thesis was published on the ongoing contestation of 

place between organizers and attendees of the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally and the Native 

people of the area.  The Lakota, Cheyenne, and other tribes that frequently visit Bear Butte 

were especially concerned about the encroachment of infrastructure near the site (Stasiuk, 

2012).  In the years since this research, development and attendance of the Rally has 

increased, and tensions between the groups have only escalated (Orecchio-Egresitz, 2020). 

In the paragraph to follow, I present a range of statistics pertaining to the predominantly 

Oglala Lakota Native people living on the Pine Ridge Reservation, located directly to the 

southeast of Paha Sapa.  Reporting on Pine Ridge statistics is hardly a novel pursuit (Friends 

of Pine Ridge Reservation, 2020; Laughland & Silverstone, 2017; Strickland, 2016), and the 

people living there are very familiar with the complexities of their lives being “reduced to 

numbers” (Reedy, 2020, p. 97).  I wish to stress that I would not present these figures if I did 

not believe that it was important for anyone reading this, especially for those unfamiliar with 

the region or Native communities in the United States in general, to have some 

understanding of what life is like on the Reservation.  I ask you to bear in mind that those 

who live on Pine Ridge have proven themselves to be incredibly resilient and unwavering in 

the fight for social and environmental justice.  My intention in presenting these statistics is 

to inspire not pity but admiration for an ongoing commitment to causes greater than the 

self, even in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds. 

Pine Ridge is the poorest place in the United States of America, and second only to Haiti in 

poverty throughout the Western Hemisphere (Friends of Pine Ridge Reservation, 2020; 

Strickland, 2016).  Unemployment is estimated between 80 and 90 percent, with median 

per-capita income estimated at less than $8,000 US dollars per year (Re-Member, 2020).  

Tuberculosis and diabetes rates are eight-times higher than the national averages 

(Strickland, 2016), and according to a recent PhD thesis, access to urgent healthcare is 

virtually non-existent (Reedy, 2020).  These living conditions, combined with high rates of 
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alcohol/drug abuse (Laughland & Silverstone, 2017) and suicide rates, especially in youth 

(Friends of Pine Ridge Reservation, 2020), contribute to an average life expectancy of 48 

years for men and 52 for women (Strickland, 2016).  While these statistics pertain to Pine 

Ridge specifically, Native people elsewhere in the state and nation face similar struggles 

perpetuated by centuries of settler colonialism at the institutional level (Whyte, 2019). 

5.2.2.2. Native Commemoration, Efforts of Reconciliation 

A range of efforts to commemorate Native heritage and foster a more equitable future in 

Paha Sapa are ongoing.  These efforts span in focus from the Sacred Landscape to Tourism & 

Recreational Area periods, and novel initiatives regularly emerge as awareness of the 

region’s extensive Native history is propagated.  Much of the history of the Sacred 

Landscape is not widely recognized, though there are a few educational sites in Paha Sapa 

that highlight pre-colonial ways of life and subsistence strategies.  The Vore Buffalo Jump, an 

active archaeological site in the northern foothills of Paha Sapa, is open to the public, and 

highlights the hunting utility of “buffalo jumps” (L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 12; Vore Buffalo 

Jump, 2020).  Following the filming of the controversial 1990 motion picture Dances with 

Wolves, which focused on the culture and plight of the Lakota people in the region (Lake, 

1997), actor Kevin Costner became interested in Native history and present affairs.  In 2001, 

he backed the effort to open Tatanka, Story of Bison, a tourist attraction near Deadwood 

that highlights the age-old centrality of the American bison to Native cultures in the region 

(Tom D. Griffith, 2013).  In addition to the interpretive efforts to disseminate pre-colonial 

history, archaeologists endeavor to preserve Native rock art and petroglyphs dating back to 

the Paleoindian and Archaic periods (L. Sundstrom, 2004), though several sites have been 

vandalized (Hartley & Vawser, 2002). 

Efforts of remembrance surrounding the historical events and figures of the violent 

transition to the Frontier Settlement period are also present in Paha Sapa.  One high profile 

movement of recognition of this time frame has been the revisitation of place names to 

foster a more culturally inclusive environment.  For instance, in 1990, the Annie D. Tallent 

Elementary School in Rapid City was renamed South Park Elementary, as Tallent’s 

sentiments on Native people were examined a contemporary context (Tom D. Griffith & 

Griffith, 2011, p. 36).  In 2016, the official designation of the highest mountain in the range 

was changed from Harney Peak (named after “The Butcher”, Colonel William Harney) to 
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Black Elk Peak (Howard, 2016; Saum, 2017).  In addition to place name revaluations, certain 

sites in the region where violent conflicts occurred currently serve as memorial sites to the 

lives that were lost.  A monument to Chief Tatanka Iyotake (Sitting Bull) is located in the 

southern Standing Rock Reservation ("Sitting Bull Monument," 2020), and remembrance 

ceremonies regularly take place at the site of the Wounded Knee Massacre (Hilleary, 2018)  

The highest-profile commemorative effort of a Frontier Settlement-era Native historical 

figure in Paha Sapa is Crazy Horse Memorial (Figure 5.7, A, B), which remains in a similar 

state of completion to at the time of sculptor Korczak Ziolkowski’s death in 1982.  This 

monument is the subject of controversy for several reasons.  First, some argue that while the 

Memorial provides Native representation, it is achieved through the irreversible alteration of 

a landmark within the Sacred Landscape in a similar fashion to Mount Rushmore (Knight, 

2014, p. 225).  Another question raised is whether the monument actually reflects the anti-

individualistic philosophy of Crazy Horse, who refused to have his photo taken during his life 

and insisted that he be buried where his grave would never be found (T. Powers, 2010, p. 

457).  Activists Russell Means and John Fire Lame Deer argued during the Civil Rights 

Movement that it is not possible to accurately depict a man without any evidence of his 

appearance, and that Crazy Horse would not have wanted his likeness to be preserved in 

such a manner (Lame Deer & Erdoes, 1994; C. Roberts, 2012).  Finally, some have taken issue 

with the way in which Ziolkowski’s widow and, later, his children, have managed the 

memorial since his death, arguing that the Euro-American family profits immensely from 

Crazy Horse’s legacy (Jarvis, 2019).  Several concerns regarding the memorial and its 

suitability as a monument to Crazy Horse and to Paha Sapa are explored in greater detail in a 

recent Master’s thesis (LaRocque, 2014). 
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Figure 5.7: [A] Crazy Horse Memorial, viewed from below. Source: (Hopewell, 2016). [B] The 
face of Crazy Horse Memorial undergoing routine maintenance (Jarvis, 2019). 

Finally, various individuals and groups have worked toward reconciling harms toward Native 

people that occurred during the transition to, or within, the Tourism & Recreational Area 

cultural period.  In 2014, a team of researchers and legal experts began investigating the 

Rapid City Indian School and publicly reporting their findings (McLaughlin, 2014).  They 

discovered in 2017 that among those who died at the school was eighteen-year-old Mabel 

Holy, a survivor of the Wounded Knee Massacre.  They located Holy’s grave, and her family 

on the Cheyenne River Reservation, who had been searching for her for over 100 years, 

could finally pay their respects (Guttierez, 2019; Huntington, 2017).  Since then, several 

more incidents have been uncovered and publicized, exposing the extent of abuse that took 

place in the region during the Boarding School Era (Huntington, 2019; Murat, 2019). 

Some effort has also been made to communicate Native history at the Mount Rushmore 

National Memorial, a place of both historical and contemporary impact to Native people.  In 

2004, Gerard Baker, a Mandan-Hidatsa-Arikara tribal member also known as Zaa-sha-shee-

dish (Yellow Wolf), became the first Native person to serve as Superintendent of the Mount 

Rushmore National Memorial.  Baker was aware of the symbolism of the monument among 

his people, but saw his position as an opportunity to address the region’s past and open new 

avenues of historical interpretation to visitors (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 303).  However, 
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Baker retired from his position in 2010 (The Coalition to Protect America's National Parks, 

2020), and since then, education surrounding Native issues seems to have only decreased.  

Darrell Red Cloud, the great-great-grandson of war chief Red Cloud and a former National 

Park Service ranger, has publicly expressed his disappointment with the management of 

education at the monument, arguing that the Native side of the story is woefully neglected 

(Mallenbaum, 2020).  In 2020, Mount Rushmore was used as a platform to explicitly praise 

the philosophy of Manifest Destiny and historical figures directly responsible for Native 

genocide (See Chapter 6). 

5.2.2.3. Cultural Appropriation and Commodification 

Alongside the sustained effort to improve intercultural relations and inclusivity in Paha Sapa, 

there are examples of the region’s cultural diversity being exploited for individual financial 

gain.  In their book Borrowed Power, Ziff and Rao define cultural appropriation as “The 

taking – from a culture that is not one’s own – of intellectual property, cultural expressions 

or artifacts, history and ways of knowledge” (Ziff & Rao, 1997, p. 1).  In Paha Sapa, Native 

people have expressed concern or frustration over elements of their culture convenient to 

the tourism sector’s being propagated, as the more difficult subjects of intergenerational 

trauma and suffering are swept under the rug (Estes, 2015). While my positionality relative 

to the region gives me little authority to decide what is cultural appropriation and what isn’t, 

I believe it is undoubtedly a factor to consider in Paha Sapa’s tourism sector.  Here, I present 

some examples of tourist businesses in which culture is utilized. 

The Indians store in Keystone (Figure 5.8, A) is a staple of commerce in one of Paha Sapa’s 

largest tourist hubs.  The store has been open since 1950 and sells a range of souvenirs in 

the theme of Native culture and nature.  While the business has been owned by the same 

non-Native family for nearly 40 years, most of the wares they sell are made by Native people 

(Cummings, 2019).  While The Indians store may not be unilaterally exploiting Native culture 

for its business interests, The Akela Spa in Deadwood (Figure 5.8, B) seems to be a more 

clear-cut example of cultural appropriation.  The Spa’s website features the slogan “Where 

Serenity is Indigenous”, and the business prides itself on “creating an atmosphere that 

mimics the magic of the Black Hills” (Akela Spa of Deadwood, 2020).  In a recent article in 

605 Magazine, the Spa’s owner explained how the name Akela originated: 
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“We found the Lakota phrase ‘Abla Kela’, meaning ‘calm’, and we made the word 
Akela from that” (Nelson, 2017). 

A.  

 

B.  

 

Figure 5.8: [A] The Indians store in central Keystone.  Photo by Will Stovall. [B] The Akela Spa 
in Deadwood – “where serenity is Indigenous”. Source: Akela Spa of Deadwood (2020) 

In Paha Sapa, the region’s Native heritage is not the only non-Euro-American culture utilized 

to advance the interests of tourism.  In 2017, businesses in South Dakota employed over a 

thousand foreign workers on fixed-term contracts under J1 or H2B work visas (Tupper, 
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2017a).  However, policies implemented by the Trump Administration in the years since 

have made it more difficult for workers to obtain visas, meaning that the workers who do 

enter are expected to work longer hours to compensate (Lalley, 2020).   Workers may also 

be committed to fixed housing contracts, which can be a subversive device to redirect their 

earnings back to their employers.  In addition to hampering the welfare of guest workers, 

anti-immigrant sentiment and policy is also expected to adversely affect the long-term 

economic prospects of tourism in Paha Sapa and South Dakota’s agricultural sector (Lalley, 

2020; Pfankuch, 2019). 

5.2.3. Recent Fossil Fuel Development 

As I mentioned in previous chapters, the internationally famous protest at Standing Rock 

Reservation surrounding the construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) was what 

drew my attention to the states of North and South Dakota.  To summarize the events, the 

protest began when the DAPL, originally scheduled for construction near Bismarck, North 

Dakota, was rerouted to the eastern border of the Standing Rock Reservation in early 2016.  

The Standing Rock Sioux Tribe immediately objected to the new route, arguing it violated the 

broken Treaties of Fort Laramie of 1851 and 1868, and several tribal members began to 

demonstrate at Sacred Stone Camp (Brave Bull Allard, 2016).  As the protest grew and 

attracted Native and non-Native people from throughout the country, it was relocated to a 

site that became informally known as Oceti Sakowin Camp (Figure 5.9, A; Elbein, 2017).  The 

events at Standing Rock came at the heels of controversy surrounding the Keystone XL (KXL) 

pipeline, which was proposed to run a similar route through the northern United States 

beginning in Alberta, Canada.  The Obama Administration halted construction of both 

pipelines, citing concerns over localized environmental impacts and global climate change, 

and mandated that environmental review take place (Mufson & Eilperin, 2017). 

However, on January 24th, 2017, in his first week of office, President Donald Trump signed an 

executive order to lift the restrictions on construction and operation of the KXL and DAPL, 

enabling the pipeline companies to circumvent the “incredibly cumbersome, long, horrible 

permitting process” (Mufson & Eilperin, 2017).  Heavily militarized North Dakota police, who 

had been implicated in several human rights abuses throughout the previous year (Levin, 

2016), descended upon Oceti Sakowin Camp and forcibly removed the last encampment of 

protesters with the help of the US National Guard (Figure 5.9, B, C; M. Smith, 2017).   
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Figure 5.9: [A] Demonstrators gather at Oceti Sakowin camp at the height of the Standing 
Rock Protest of the Dakota Access Pipeline. Source: Solnit (2016). [B] Militarized police and 
National Guard troops descend upon the protest site and [C] forcibly remove protesters 
using high-pressure water cannons and rubber bullets. Source: Rosen and Vizzions (2019)  



CHAPTER 5: CONTEMPORARY CULTURE OF PAHA SAPA  217 
 

The protest was over, but not forgotten, and activists at Standing Rock constructed a “river 

guardian” from an old oil pipe to keep vigil over the Missouri River (Figure 5.10).  

Construction on the KXL and DAPL was completed, and the oil began to flow.  Then, in 

November of 2017, the KXL ruptured near Amherst, South Dakota, leaking roughly 400,000 

gallons of crude into the surrounding environment (Herskovitz, 2018).   

 

Figure 5.10. The “River Guardian” at Standing Rock Reservation sits at the former site of 
Sacred Stone Camp and keeps vigil over the land where the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) is 
buried.  (Photo by Will Stovall). 

The construction of the pipelines, and the subsequent Amherst leak, were the first of several 

instances in which Paha Sapa and the surrounding Great Plains would draw international 

attention during Donald Trump’s presidency, only to be immediately overshadowed by the 

next biweekly scandal.  I arrived in Paha Sapa in the height of a divisive political climate in 

2018, and several of the people I met expressed extreme disillusionment with the leadership 

of the nation and of South Dakota, while others were passionately and unconditionally 

supportive.  It would be difficult to argue that this political and cultural divide, and the 

present state of the nation and region, is not a product of the past – not a culmination of the 

events described in Chapter 4 coming to a head.   In the sections of this chapter to follow, I 

critically analyze the opposing cultural interests evident in Paha Sapa’s present, and the 

alternate realities that my interview data have elucidated.  
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5.3. Tourism & Recreational Area: Contemporary Cultural Analysis 

5.3.1. Contemporary Cultural Analysis: Introduction 

This section and Section 5.4 comprise my analysis of the contemporary Tourism & 

Recreational Area of Paha Sapa.  Like the cultural analyses in the thesis that have preceded 

this one (of the Sacred Landscape and Frontier Settlement in Chapter 4), I investigate nine 

subcategories of norms, material culture, and practices – foundational elements of the 

Cultures Framework.  However, rather than draw exclusively from historical, 

anthropological, and/or archaeological accounts as the other two cultural analyses have 

done, this section integrates exchanges from semi-structured interviews to provide 

anecdotal evidence of Paha Sapa’s contemporary cultural character.  Data processing in 

NVivo 12 (See Chapter 3) produced dozens of exchanges categorized within each cultural 

subcategory (node), a daunting amount of information that alone would exceed the alotted 

word count of a PhD thesis.  Therefore, to provide a coherent and concise narrative, I have 

selected one or two key exchanges that exemplify each point of analysis and discussion.  

Additional notable exchanges that highlight the influence of ideologies and agendas on each 

element of Paha Sapa’s contemporary culture are included in Appendix G. 

 

Figure 5.11: Norms, Material Culture, and Practices of the contemporary Tourism & 
Recreational Area of Paha Sapa – analyzed in this section using interview data. 
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5.3.2. Norms 

 

Figure 5.12: Aspects of contemporary Norms in Paha Sapa explored using interview data. 

5.3.1.1. Environmental Philosophy 

It is fitting that I begin analysis of the contemporary culture of Paha Sapa with an 

investigation into humans’ perceptions of their surroundings and of their relationship with 

the Earth and non-human forms of life.   Environmental philosophy has been at the heart of 

this thesis and is perhaps the single most contentious element of Paha Sapa’s legacy.  For my 

analysis of this cultural subcategory, the most prevalent themes in my interviews were 

anthropocentric and ecocentric conceptualizations of nature, and perceptions of the 

environmental philosophy embraced by Paha Sapa’s tourism industry. 

Anthropocentrism 

One prevalent environmental philosophy to emerge from my interview data was that of 

anthropocentrism – an exclusive focus on humanity and/or entitlement to the Earth’s 

resources (Kortenkamp & Moore, 2001).  Some of my interview participants exhibited 

anthropocentric views tied to religion or to Western conceptualizations of conservation and 

progress.  For example, Trent’s view on anthropogenic climate change and extractive 

industries was informed by an anthropocentric interpretation of religion: 
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Interview 14 – “Trent” (66, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Back on the subject of the pipelines, some people were concerned about what 
oil in general does to the planet, and they were worried about the idea that by 
burning fossil fuels, we’re causing the climate to change. I was wondering what you 
thought about that.” 

Trent: “Well, I kind of look at it like if you're a Christian and you believe in God, you 
know it's in God's hands and he can control it to a certain degree. I mean God 
controls everything far as I'm concerned.  So I don't let it bother me that way, 
because if it's meant to happen, it’s gonna happen. I have enough faith in God that 
he's gonna take care of me anyway, so I don't worry about it.” 

Will: “What do you think about bringing coal back in this country and coal mining?” 

Trent: “I think that I am kind of old-fashioned that way. As far as, you know, they 
had coal way back when, for the stoves and furnaces and stuff like that, and even 
the trains at one time. But I think our Creator put it in the Earth that he created and 
made for a reason – for us to use it as a fuel. So therefore, I think we should use it.” 

Anthropocentrism based in religion was also evident in an exchange with Barry.  While he 

expressed a more nuanced view toward stewardship, he was resistant to being labelled as 

an “environmentalist crazy person”:  

Interview 45 – “Barry” (71, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “I was wondering what your thoughts were on the pipelines.” 

Barry: “Full-disclosure, I’m a Bible-believing Christian…What we have in natural 
resources, I believe, are intended to be used.  But I think we should be good 
stewards…I don’t have really strong feeling other than that whatever we do, we 
should do it in a way that protects the environment the best we can but doesn’t stifle 
the country to where we can’t come up with our own fuel.  I’m not an 
environmentalist crazy person.” 

The prevalence of a widespread stigma toward non-anthropocentric environmental 

philosophy was also evident in this exchange with Carol, who believed it was hypocritical to 

critique the construction of Mount Rushmore while living in a twenty-first-century society: 

Interview 21 – “Carol” (54, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “I think the issue that some people have with [Mount Rushmore] is that it was 
an alteration of the landscape.” 

Carol: “Do these ‘alteration of the landscape’ people live in houses? Do they drive 
cars that have tires? Do they go shopping in malls with parking lots?...Yes it was an 
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alteration, but it was something that was done in a different time and a different 
mindset, and I think that a lot of good can come out of it.” 

In recruiting for this project, I personally experienced anti-environmentalist sentiment.  One 

individual who refused an interview called me a “treehugger”, while another asked whether 

I was “some sort of dirt-worshipper”. 

Ecocentrism 

In addition to demonstrations of anthropocentrism, interviews often included expressions of 

ecocentric conceptualizations of nature, both in general and specific to Paha Sapa.  Some 

participants believed that humans would suffer dire consequences if we did not expand our 

consciousness to other forms of life and the Earth itself.  Lauren and Paige, like several 

authors cited in Chapter 2 (Beattie et al., 2014; Leopold, 1949; Sutter, 2013) extended the 

concept of agency beyond human beings. 

Interview 21 – “Lauren” (19, Student in Residence) 

Will: “Tell me your thoughts on [climate change].” 

Lauren: “We talked about this in class, and the debate changed to “Is the Earth here 
for us to live on, or is it here for us to completely take advantage of?” I think it’s here 
for us to live on, but we still need to take care of it because she can clap back.” 

Interview 18 – “Paige” (43, Resident of Vermillion) 

Will: “So you believe the climate is changing; do you think that humans are having 
an impact on that by emitting greenhouse gases?” 

Paige: “Maybe we are, but we’re also going to suffer the consequences because of it. 
Someone introduced the idea to me recently that she's not gonna let it happen 
forever, she's not gonna let man dominate her, like humankind.” 

Lucy believed the legacy of Paha Sapa’s Native people could teach us much today about 

adopting and manifesting ecocentric principles. 

Interview 28 – “Lucy” (69, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Do you see any or have you noticed any changes in the climate in the Black 
Hills that have become evident over the years?” 

Lucy: “…I would say that for humans, if you learn from the spiritual nature of the 
Native Americans who came before us, we have a lot to learn from their history and 
from their culture.  If we stop the whole fossil fuel thing, riding instead of walking, of 
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eating all the beef instead of having a plant-based diet, our health is going to be 
better.” 

Will: “What about [Native cultures] in particular is admirable in that regard?” 

Lucy: “I think honouring nature…the food that we eat, the air that we breathe, and 
the way that we transport ourselves…” 

A degree of deference among my interview participants for Native ways of thinking and 

living was a recurrent theme – evident in environmental philosophy as well as other cultural 

subcategories. 

Tourism Philosophies 

Participants offered a variety of perspectives concerning environmental philosophies 

embraced within Paha Sapa’s contemporary tourism sector.  Samuel took a positive view on 

the philosophical value of Paha Sapa’s tourism products: 

Interview 38 – “Samuel” (45, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “I was wondering what you thought about tourism in the Black Hills and the 
surrounding area.” 

Samuel: “…I think people that come out here for the scenery, for that experience, 
hopefully [pause]. If, for example, someone from Detroit comes out here on vacation 
and experiences this, then hopefully they have a greater understanding and 
appreciation for nature.”  

However, Michelle expressed cynicism toward South Dakota’s motivations for keeping 

protected areas intact: 

Interview 17 – “Michelle” (36, Resident of Vermillion) 

Will: “So I'm interested because you mentioned that the state [of South Dakota] is 
fiscally conservative. Do they invest in their natural environments from what you've 
seen?” 

Michelle: “No I don't think we do…I mean so like the strategy is not [pause]. There's 
nowhere in the strategy that is really strategic on wanting to do conservation…I 
mean I would think in places like the Black Hills where nature is a moneymaker, 
there's some consideration then, but it's not conservation for conservation’s sake.” 

This exchange with Michelle exemplifies the distinction between “conservation” and 

“preservation” emphasized in contemporary environmental history literature (Corbett, 2006, 

pp. 31-37; Gupta, 2019), and is indicative of the normalization of anthropocentrism within 
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Paha Sapa’s tourism industry.  This and other exchanges on environmental philosophy 

presented in this section demonstrate that the centuries-old struggle for ideological 

supremacy between anthropocentrism and ecocentrism continues in Paha Sapa today. 

5.3.1.2. Legends, Folklore, and Worship 

Legends, folklore, and worship are central to Paha Sapa’s contemporary culture, as they 

have been in the Sacred Landscape and Frontier Settlement cultural periods.  I was fortunate 

to capture some of these anecdotes in my interviews, and to gather various perspectives on 

the stories and myths that are elevated in the present.  For my analysis of this cultural 

subcategory, I have elected to focus on the symbolism of Paha Sapa itself, the 

commemoration of heritage, and on religious and spiritual beliefs. 

Symbolism of Paha Sapa 

When asked about Paha Sapa in general, several participants offered their perceptions of the 

region’s symbolism.   For instance, Paige expressed what Paha Sapa meant to her, and what 

she perceived it might mean to others:  

Interview 18 – “Paige” (43, Resident of Vermillion) 

Will: “I'm interested in that kind of feeling that people have and their attachment to 
places or certain emotions they associate with places.  I was wondering like [pause] 
first of all what you thought about that, and what you thought brings people to here 
from other places.” 

Paige: What I feel brings people here [pause]. It’s like in some cases it’s a sense of 
patriotism with Mount Rushmore, or like a need to get away and feel a little bit of 
freedom like in Sturgis like with the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally, or maybe 
environmentalism with the Badlands…I think people like come here for a sense of 
freedom, a sense to get away, a sense of curiosity.” 

This exchange emphasized that Paha Sapa holds different meanings to different people, and 

that specific places within the region had varying symbolisms.  I was also fortunate to 

capture diverse interpretations of the symbolism of the mountain presently known as Mount 

Rushmore.  Lucy saw the site as an inspiring place where the uniquely “American” values of 

freedom and democracy are emphasized. 

Interview 28 – “Lucy” (69, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “I was wondering personally what Mount Rushmore symbolised to you.” 
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Lucy: “Mount Rushmore is called the ‘Shrine of Democracy’, and especially in these 
uncertain times with politics and government, I think it has been a constant for 
people to come and become regenerated in national pride and really who we are 
and what our government is about.  You’ll see flags flying and you’ll see some 
patriotism come back.” 

Conversely, Sean saw Mount Rushmore as a place that ignores the darker elements of 

America and Paha Sapa’s past, while normalizing white supremacy. 

Interview 41 – “Sean” (25, Student in Residence) 

Will: “What if you had to give me one word to describe Mount Rushmore.” 

Sean: “I was actually thinking about that.  I want to say ‘normalised’.” 

Will: “That’s a good one.  So, tell me why you chose that word.” 

Sean: “Because it’s like normalising white [pause] I guess what we did to Native 
Americans.  It’s like, ‘Oh, it’s ok, and it’s a normal thing to take national pride.  It’s a 
normal vacation going to see Mount Rushmore.’ But we’re normalising kind of what 
we are now and ignoring our past before that.” 

The meanings associated with various places within Paha Sapa have certainly undergone 

substantial revaluations throughout Paha Sapa’s history, and this encouraged me to think 

about alternative ways that places such as Mount Rushmore can be interpreted in the future 

(See Chapter 7). 

Heritage & Commemoration 

As a principal focus of contemporary tourism in Paha Sapa is the commemoration of 

(predominantly Euro-American) heritage and folklore (See Section 5.2.1), I was interested to 

explore participants’ perceptions of historical cultures and figures.  Several participants 

offered their thoughts on portrayals of past events and periods in the region. Charlotte 

believed there was extensive commemoration of the Frontier Settlement cultural period, 

while the Native history of the Sacred Landscape was neglected. 

Interview 36 – “Charlotte” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “Okay so yeah so you think that there's this focus on heritage tourism?” 

Charlotte: “People go to the Black Hills for like Mount Rushmore and like the history 
and Deadwood and stuff like that.” 

Will: “So what aspects of history do you think are most utilized?” 
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Charlotte: “They focus a lot on, like, the Wild West, like Calamity Jane and cowboys 
out there, so they have a whole town where they honor that sort of stuff.” 

Will: “Yeah, I stumbled upon it and Deadwood, I didn't even know it was happening. 
I walked into a saloon there was Wild Bill Hickock getting shot.” 

Charlotte: “So yeah I think they focus on that kind of aspect of it rather than like the 
Native American history.” 

Will: “So do you think the Native American history is neglected?” 

Charlotte: “I think it definitely is. There's a long history of the Lakotas being like very 
repressed and everything, like they couldn’t even speak the Lakota language for 
many many years, it was out of everything.” 

Liam offered his thoughts on how the present age of history – namely the presidency of 

Donald Trump – is commemorated in Paha Sapa today: 

Interview 30 – “Liam” (23, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “I was in Sturgis during the Rally, and I saw a lot of pro-Trump stuff 
everywhere.  I was wondering, do you think that a lot of people around here identify 
with Trump?” 

Liam: “Yes, most definitely…You know, on the East Coast, if someone likes Trump, 
they always whisper it.  They’re not bold about it.  They’re not walking around and 
being like ‘Yeah, I love Trump, da da da’, but over here in the West, they wear it 
proudly.  They’re not afraid; they’re not backing down.  They’re letting you know 
how they feel about the situation, and you can either like it or you don’t.” 

Will: “I noticed those shirts you guys got outside [at the store where he worked].  Do 
they sell?” 

Liam: “All the time; non-stop.  Especially during the Sturgis Bike Rally, oh my God.  
Everyone was just stopping in and being like ‘Oh, can I get one of the Trump shirts?’.  
We would just keep making Trump shirts with the Trump prints.  It was to the point 
where we were running out – had to call up different stores just to get them in.” 

This idolization of the president was also evident in this exchange with Steve, who proposed 

an ambitious construction project when asked about Mount Rushmore: 

Interview 1 – “Steve” (67, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “I was wondering what you thought about Mount Rushmore and what it 
symbolized to you.” 

Steve: “Oh it's great – took 14 years to build it – ‘27 to ’41.” 
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Will: “That's right yeah. Do you think it fits well with the surrounding landscape?” 

Steve: “Sure, they should put Donald [Trump] up there too!” 

Religious and Spiritual Beliefs 

Several of my interview participants described how their understandings of various topics 

were informed by religion or spirituality.  In relation to Paha Sapa’s history, Bridget 

suggested that Gutzon Borglum was guided by divine purpose in the construction of Mount 

Rushmore, a blessing she implied had not been extended to Korczak Ziolkowski: 

Interview 10 – “Bridget” (76, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “So if you had to describe Mount Rushmore and one word, what would it be?” 

Bridget: “Amazing comes to my mind, it's amazing what he did.” 

Will: “So the feat of engineering and also the passion?” 

Bridget: “Right, and it's so perfect. I mean when you look at their faces, they're 
identifiable, you can't mistake them!” 

Will: “I mean especially if you think about the technology that we have today, it 
would still be extremely expensive and difficult to do that.” 

Bridget: “Well look at the Crazy Horse [Memorial] and how long that’s taking. It's 
almost like the angels were with Borglum, helping him along.” 

Other participants demonstrated less structured spiritual conceptualizations of the universe, 

such as was evident in this exchange with Vicki: 

Interview 22 – “Vicki” (37, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “So it's like the consequences of believing that climate change isn't real and not 
taking action are much worse than believing it's real and making all these changes 
even if it wasn’t real. You’re kind of hedging your bets.” 

Vicki: “Well it’s the same argument for God, right? If I choose not to believe in God 
and there is a God, then I’m in trouble.  If I live my life like there is a God, what’s the 
worst thing that I have done? I have lived a morally good life. 

Will: “So do you believe that you have to believe in a higher being to live a moral 
life?” 

Vicki: “No, I don’t. But I think that as humans we try to find an answer, and we want 
there to be something higher than us, because we don't want to be in control of all 
of it. I feel like regardless of what you spiritually you decide to believe in, we all have 
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some sort of [responsibility] to take care of the planet and be aware of your 
surroundings and take some of it in.” 

As I reflect upon the legends, folklore and worship within the modern Tourism & 

Recreational Area of Paha Sapa, I am reluctant to oversimplify peoples’ diverse 

interpretations.  However, it is clear that Euro-American stories and symbolism are 

dominant, and that some individuals place more stock in tradition than others.   The 

sustained centrality of derived meanings to the region’s contemporary culture has 

encouraged me to question how much a region or nation’s identity is dependent upon the 

abstract values with which it is associated. 

5.3.1.3. Cultural Inclusivity 

Since the late Pleistocene Epoch, Paha Sapa has been a place of cultural convergence.  

Throughout the human history to follow, varying levels of understanding between groups of 

people have been observed, including in the contemporary Tourism & Recreational Area.  In 

my analysis of this cultural subcategory, the most prevalent themes were race relations and 

representation, distinct cultures of locals, tourists, and seasonal workers, and perceived 

differences in culture across generations. 

Race Relations and Representation 

Nearly all of my interview participants expressed opinions on the pervasive issue of race in 

Paha Sapa.  The perception that race relations were not good was seemingly unanimous, 

though there was disagreement on who was responsible.  Rose expressed a culturally 

insensitive view toward Native people in the context of the activism at Standing Rock: 

Interview 22 – “Rose” (33, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “I’m interested in the use of the land by the fossil fuel industry, and I was 
wondering if you had a view on the Keystone and Dakota Access Pipelines? 

Rose: “So, a lot of the controversy that is being brought up about this – why it's 
getting all this national attention and stuff – is the Native Americans.  I have family 
that’s Native American…I think for them, it's just that they want money, one hundred 
percent. Because if you go down to the closest reservation here, they have probably 
twenty cars sitting there, leaking oil that's even worse.  So, it's like, ‘Why?’.  And 
then one of the things that I pointed out at one of our family get-togethers...I just 
looked at them and I'm like ‘How did you get here? Did you ride your horse? No, you 
drove a car, and probably leaking oil. How do you think you got the fuel for your car? 
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I mean, are you serious? If we don't have [the pipeline] going through here, [the 
price of gas] is gonna go up. You can’t afford that, so what are you bitching about?’ 
And everyone kind of shut up after that. So, it's like, ‘Hey, did you ride your horse? 
No? So be quiet.’” 

Rose and Carol (See Section 5.3.1.1) both responded to questions about extraction or 

environmental alteration with accusations of hypocrisy based upon straw man arguments, 

and I wondered how much of this response was based in racial prejudice.  However, far 

more of those I interviewed acknowledged the legacy of racism in the region and expressed 

dissatisfaction with past and present racial injustice.  For instance, Oscar, a young Oglala 

Lakota man living in Keystone, expressed his concern that his culture was presently 

underrepresented and widely misunderstood: 

Interview 32 – “Oscar” (21, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Does [tourism] include the Lakota culture and the Indigenous culture?” 

Oscar: “That’s what I mean.  I feel like that’s your job.  If you are a Lakota working in 
this kind of environment and everything, I feel like it’s your job to teach.” 

Will: “Yeah, well I just saw you right there talking to people.” 

Oscar: “Yeah, it’s like this is our homeland, and more and more people are stepping 
over it and forgetting that it’s there and assuming that we’re a myth.  I had one 
person [pause]; they asked me if my family here on the reservation lived in tipis, and 
she was dead serious.  Because people don’t know about us, they’ve lost so much 
knowledge about us that they think we’re some kind of fairy-tale creature, and we’re 
not.  As an Indigenous man here with the tourism and stuff, I feel like it’s my duty to 
inform everyone.” 

He later offered his thoughts on potential efforts of reconciliation: 

Will: “So I guess in an ideal world, what would you do, say if you had the power to 
regulate tourism in this region, what would you do about Mount Rushmore?” 

Oscar: “Oh man, don’t get me started.  First of all, I’d sell it back to the Reservation, 
so that any money made on the property would go to the Reservation and at least 
help build some houses, because all the money my tribal office [Pine Ridge] is making 
is not going to the places where it needs to go.  I would help fix poverty with that, 
because how much money we make here in the Black Hills, where my people were 
from [pause, he wiped his eyes] it still belongs to us.  We own the mineral rights too 
in the Treaty of Fort Laramie, and they’re making so much money out of selling gold 
out of these little souvenir shops.  We could fix an entire reservation within even a 
year from what they make off of Mount Rushmore…You’d use a home that’s been 
stolen to fix a home being made.” 
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“Ray”, a white man who grew up on the Cheyenne River Reservation and presently lives 

there with his wife (a woman of Lakota heritage), also offered a similar plea for tangible 

reforms at the end of our interview: 

Interview 4 – “Ray” (68, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “What do you think could be done to better promote Native American interests 
[in Paha Sapa]?” 

Ray: “Give them their land back.” 

Will: “Can’t argue with that.  So that's all for my questions but do you want to add 
anything, any final thoughts that you think would be good for people to hear?” 

Ray: “Well you heard earlier that they’d never give back the Indians the Black Hills; 
they took it all away from them.  But they also took the land east of the river all the 
way to Buffalo. Imagine how many millions and trillions of dollars that they've taken.  
All of this area – ranches, cattle, coal, oil, gold, and silver. I think Indian people 
should be paid for it.  If they don't get it back, they should be compensated.  That's 
what I think.” 

Reflections like those from Ray and Oscar gave me hope that existed an eagerness to 

confront the past, and to facilitate a more inclusive culture of acceptance, reconciliation, and 

reciprocity. 

Locals, Tourists, and Workers 

In addition to Native/Euro-American relations, several interview participants also described 

the differing cultures of locals, tourists, and seasonal workers in Paha Sapa.  Caleb hinted at 

tensions existing between the groups: 

Interview 44 – “Caleb” (39, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “So tell me a bit more about the bad [side of tourism].” 

Caleb: “So the bad of it, the Rally again, I’ve touched on that, is the traffic part.  Not 
only with the traffic, but you’re getting [pause], drugs come in, violence comes in, 
and all that stuff comes in when you get a bigger population.  So we see this vast 
growth for a two to three-week period and then it’s just, boom, gone!... Another bad 
aspect of tourism is [pause] What’s the word I’m looking for here? Ignorant people.  
‘Oh, I should go up and touch the bighorn sheep; I should go up and touch the bison.  
That elk is not gonna do anything to me.’  Every year, we get somebody that’s like 
“I’m gonna take a selfie with this wild animal’, and I’m like, ‘That’s not how it 
works’”. 
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However, sentiments toward cultural interactions facilitated by tourism seemed to be 

predominantly positive, and many reflected on the mutual benefits they provided.  Joe, a 

manager at a business in Keystone who lives in the region, described the value he derived 

from interacting with visitors, as well as with the J1-visa workers his business employs: 

Interview 27 – “Joe” (37, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: So do you like working [in Keystone]? 

Joe: “I do, I mean like I said you meet people from everywhere.  Michelle Obama 
showed up in March two years ago, Ozzy Osbourne showed up in May in Hill City.  
You never know who’s going to walk through the door…You never know, you get the 
family of four with the normal mom and pop, and then you get Michelle Obama.  
Every walk of life is represented, a lot of Europeans” 

Will: “It seems like Mount Rushmore is kind of a symbol in a lot of ways.” 

Joe: “It’s unique because a lot of the hotels, properties here…bring in a lot of foreign 
kids to work.  Everybody on staff today is from Montenegro, and we have a couple of 
Serbians, and a couple kids from Cosovo down in our other store.  So, you get kids 
from all over the world who just work here for the summer, and then they travel at 
the end of the season and then they go home.” 

Intergenerational Differences 

Finally, several participants offered reflections on the differing “cultures” across generations 

in the region, broadly associating certain mindsets with people of different age groups.  For 

instance, Bridget was concerned that young people were becoming increasingly detached 

from the American values that President Donald Trump exemplified: 

Interview 10 – “Bridget” (76, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “So do you think that Donald Trump is tapped into some of that desire to get 
more in touch with what this country stands for?” 

Bridget: “Yes.  The flame, the star-spangled banner, he's kind of bringing us ahead. 
And, yeah, I think our young people need to be refreshed and tapped into that 
because I think they think all our life's about is a video game, unfortunately.” 

Will: “Yeah, and I guess It's important to embrace what this country has to offer for 
people of all ages, and I think that there might be a bit of distrust of Donald Trump. 
But do you think that deep down, he wants what's best for this country?” 

Bridget: “Yes I do. I mean that I know the college kids are having these sit downs, 
and they're totally against, you know, the American values, but I think ‘How would 
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they like to be a communist; how would they like to have be told ‘you can't do this, 
you can't do that’’. Where in America, we have all those freedoms that are so 
precious and the only reason they can protest is because of the freedoms we enjoy.” 

Charlotte, on the other hand, was disillusioned with the prospect of reaching older people 

on the issue of anthropogenic climate change: 

Interview 36 – “Charlotte” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So what do you think would be the best strategy to reach people on the issue 
of climate change, say those who don't agree with it or understand it? 

Charlotte: “I guess I depends on what age you're trying to reach. I mean you can 
reach kids in schools and in the classrooms, and events on-campus definitely reach a 
lot of people. but I'm not too sure about the older generation. You could like, I don’t 
know, spam their social media accounts. Like my grandma would believe anything 
that she read on Facebook. I guess I'm not sure how to reach the older people, you 
could I mean you could put on events and hope they come, but then you gotta get 
them to listen as well.” 

Both of these exchanges, as well as several others in my dataset (See Appendix G), pointed 

to a well-documented lack of understanding between age groups – exacerbated and 

perpetuated by lack of dialogue, differential media consumption, and variable technological 

literacy (Ayalon et al., 2020; Larkin, Newman, & Friedlander, 2004).  In reflecting upon the 

differences across race, place of origin, and age, I am reminded that contemporary Paha 

Sapa is comprised of several subcultures or groups of shared identity.  It is fair to say from 

my research and personal experience that racial and cultural differences are currently 

emphasized in the region, and that there exist substantial barriers to understanding and 

engagement between groups. 
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5.3.3. Material Culture 

 

Figure 5.13: Aspects of contemporary material culture in Paha Sapa explored using interview 
data. 

5.3.2.1. Resource Use 

While the use of resources itself is a practice, the perceived requirement of resources is 

more abstract and is therefore described here as an element of material culture.  

Participants offered a range of reflections on resource consumption at various scales.  For 

my analysis of this cultural subcategory, I have elected to focus on participants’ perceptions 

of individual-level resource requirements, resource demands of Paha Sapa’s tourism sector, 

and systemic resource needs in a broader context. 

Individual Resource Use 

Participants in my interview program offered a range of reflections on their own 

requirements.  Kate felt as though any changes to her individual resource requirements 

would either be insignificant or face insurmountable barriers: 

Interview 13 – “Kate” (53, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Do you think that some of the efforts [to reduce environmental impact] that 
we could do at the moment are too expensive or cost prohibitive?” 

Kate: “Yeah I believe that. I mean it doesn't affect me or anything right now so 
there's really not the incentive.  It’s like the light bulb, the light bulbs that they want 
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you to turn in so they can charge you to turn them in. It's like, ‘Really? Do you 
honestly think I'm gonna bring you something so you can charge me?’”. 

Will: “That doesn't make sense.” 

Kate: “No, Rapid [City] was doing that for a while, and it was like, ‘I don't think so’. 
So yeah, I believe that they waste their money on a lot of BS. If they want people to 
do something like that, they can come up with some money.” 

This exchange highlighted Kate’s cynicism toward local sustainability initiatives that did not 

offer individual incentives, perhaps rooted in a wider distrust for government in general.  

David, however, was enthusiastic about individual-level changes, and reported a willingness 

to incorporate, or progress toward implementing, a more sustainable resource regime: 

Interview 34 – “David” (30, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “I guess it depends on who you’re surrounded with whether those 
conversations come up. So in your everyday life, what efforts do you take to reduce 
your impact on the climate and on the wider environment?” 

David: “We practice leave no trace, like always.  We hiked the Appalachian Trail, 
leave no trace every day, so that pretty much gets ingrained in you after that long.  
We have solar on our van; we live in our van.  It does charge off of the alternator as 
well when we drive it, but I don’t ever have to just run it.  If we drive, it just charges.  
That charges our starter and our house batteries. We have reusable shopping bags 
that we try to use.  If we forget, I usually get plastic to use as trash bags.” 

Jacob offered a reflection on how those living in and visiting Paha Sapa today could learn 

from the resource requirements of individuals in the Sacred Landscape and Frontier 

Settlement Periods: 

Interview 42 – “Jacob” (49, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “Do you think that this area in particular has any lessons to teach people about 
[a sustainable] sort of lifestyle?” 

Jacob: “Yeah, I mean you look at, if you want to go all the way back to the Native 
culture, they did it for thousands of years. They lived off the land, and apparently did 
ok, because they survived for a lot of years.  And then we bring in our ideas and push 
them all off, and say, ‘You have to go to a city school, and change your thought and 
your ways’. But I also think this area, obviously in more modern times, pioneers were 
hardy, resourceful people that had to work the land and learn to respect the 
environment to make a living.  You can’t just strip farm and expect it to work.  You 
have to see where it’s going to work, what it’s going to do, work with the weather, 
not against it.” 
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These exchanges encouraged me to consider not only how much someone’s receptivity to 

revaluating their personal impact was based on pre-existing motivations, but also how such 

motivations arise in the first place.  If a society rewards short-sighted, individualistic 

lifestyles and elevates those who pursue them, how can it expect to observe sweeping 

behavioral shifts toward altruism? 

Tourism Sector Resource Use 

Also prevalent in my dataset were exchanges concerning the resource requirements of Paha 

Sapa’s tourism sector.   Jack believed that tourism was overtaxing the region’s resources, 

including space: 

Interview 36 – “Jack” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “If you could give me one word to describe tourism in the Black Hills, what 
would it be?” 

Jack: “Tourism in the Black Hills [pause], congested.” 

Will: “So is it too crowded?” 

Jack: “At times, it is too crowded, because the layout of the city really isn’t that 
great.  There’s not parking sections, there’s really no patrol system.  You have one 
light and that’s it.” 

Will: “So this is in Keystone?” 

Jack: “Yeah.  For tourism in the Black Hills, I would still probably say it’s congested.  
Because with Sturgis, and when you’re in the middle of June through August, going 
for a drive, there’s always somebody next to you.” 

In spite of the perceived demands Jack perceived tourism to impose on environmental and 

human systems in Paha Sapa, Quinn believed that tourism products focused on nature in 

Paha Sapa’s were encouraging visitors to revisit their individual resource requirements, and 

thus were having a net positive impact: 

Interview 26 – “Quinn” (31, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Right, the environment is what enables the economy; if we can’t survive, how 
can we make money?” 

Quinn: “There’s this idea with at least with a lot of my friends and people here, 
which is why we support tourism out here. [Tourists] come here to get out into 
nature, to appreciate nature, and then go back and make decisions.  Thinking like 
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‘Oh, that place was beautiful in South Dakota, maybe we should think about taking 
this route, spend a bit more money for something that might cause less damage’.” 

Quinn’s reflection on this issue inspired me to think about what could be possible if there 

were a more explicit focus on sustainability in Paha Sapa, and if the resource requirements 

and philosophies of Sacred Landscape cultures were amplified. 

External Systemic Resource Use 

In addition to reflections on the resource requirements of individuals and Paha Sapa’s 

tourism sector, participants discussed their perceptions of the resource requirements of the 

United States as a nation, and/or of humanity as a species.  Allen was optimistic that societal 

resource requirements would naturally follow a more sustainable trajectory over time under 

a capitalistic system: 

Interview 12 – “Allen” (69, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “I was wondering what you thought about the Keystone and Dakota Access 
Pipelines – what you view on them was.” 

Allen: “Well, knowing how rapidly research has developed more means of 
alternative energy sources, I think that's going to be the way of the future…I think 
ultimately we're going to have to go that route, and since we are a capitalistic 
society, eventually if you compete with them and your sources of energy are 
cheaper, people are gonna go that route.  Such as the research they've done in 
batteries now, electric cars, geothermal energy, solar energy [pause] It’s much easier 
on the environment – you actually cooperate with the environment rather than 
destroy it or take away from it.  I think eventually things tend to work out; whenever 
there's a new invention it takes a while for it to be introduced into society, but 
eventually it happens.” 

Others, like Sean, were vehemently opposed to the current environmental demands of 

extractive industries and believed that urgent action needed to be taken. 

Interview 41 – “Sean” (25, Student in Residence) 

Will: “What do you think about the pipelines?” 

Sean: “I think all pipelines should be destroyed, everywhere.  I honestly think that the 
technology is out there that by 2030, the entire world could be powered by 
renewable resources if all the governments in the world decided, ‘Hey, we’re actually 
going to go fully electric and fleet vehicles are going to be powered by solar and 
wind’… It’s very very hard to change an entire society’s mindset and the political 
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ideologies, but I think it’s something we could do and I’m very much against 
pipelines in general.” 

Both Allen and Sean identified a problem and believed that changes to systemic resource 

use needed to occur.  However, they differed in the level of faith they placed in current 

economic systems to implement the necessary changes in a timely manner.  While I 

personally wish I agreed with Allen’s lovely sentiment, my disillusionment with stagnation 

too often disguised as incrementalism (Allan, 2019; Polsky, 2019) pushes me closer to Sean’s 

stance.  Participants’ perceptions of resource requirements at various scales did not seem to 

be as blatantly polarized as certain other topics explored in this study, despite being 

informed by the same ideologies of individualism and collectivism. 

5.3.2.2. Accommodation 

As I researched the modes of accommodation of people in the Sacred Landscape and 

Frontier Settlement periods, I became interested in exploring how people lived in the 

present, and what similarities and differences existed between the cohorts of my study – 

locals, tourists, and seasonal workers.  For my analysis of this cultural subcategory, I have 

elected to present exchanges relating to the accommodation on each of these groups 

separately, before reflecting on accommodation as a whole in the region. 

Tourist Accommodation 

Lucy, a key stakeholder who manages several hospitality businesses in Keystone, reflected 

on the state of tourist accommodation in one of Paha Sapa’s busiest hubs: 

Interview 28 – “Lucy” (69, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “So if you could describe tourism in the Black Hills in one word [pause]” 

Lucy: “Burgeoning.” 

Will: “So it’s growing, it’s got a lot of potential? Do you think that this area of 
Keystone is being revitalised?” 

Lucy: “In our research before we pulled the trigger on [the purchase of several hotels 
in the area] so to speak, was that 3 million people pass through Keystone every year 
to visit Mount Rushmore.  For a town of [pause] I don’t even know what the 
population is, maybe 90 or 100 people, 3 million coming though is significant.  And 
with that, there’s a responsibility.” 
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Several employees at Under Canvas Mount Rushmore (UCMR) offered their thoughts on the 

accommodation needs of their guests.  Jack perceived guests to be accustomed to material 

comforts, but saw the facility as a constructive introduction to further immersion: 

Interview 36 – “Jack” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “I know you described staying [at Under Canvas] as sort of a gateway to their 
experience in the Black Hills.  Could you tell me a little more about that?” 

Jack: “Yeh, being outside, you mean glamping?” 

Will: “Just glamping in general and Under Canvas in particular.” 

Jack: “Well Under Canvas, for the people who come here a lot of the times, they 
really need that luxury feel.  So, they need a plush bed and running water and a hot 
shower, and all the towels and amenities and privacy.  The people that come to 
Under Canvas not only want that, but they want to learn something about 
themselves potentially and see, ‘Ok, can I start a fire? Can I sleep outside when it’s 
30 degrees at night? Can I hike up and down the mountain five times to get to my 
tent?’ Other people that come, they want to come and see what it’s like to be 
outside; they’ve never gone camping before.  So they come out here and they want 
to see what it’s like outside, but still be in the comforts of a hotel.” 

Accommodating tourism in Paha Sapa is a complicated subject, and a double-edged sword.  

“Glamping” encourages “contemplation and exaltation” of the countryside and rural areas 

(Boscoboinik & Bourquard, 2012, p. 150).  On one hand, encouraging “glamping” could 

restore some reverence for the environment and provide educational value to visitors who 

may have never experienced immersion in nature.  However, the presentation of Paha Sapa 

as a destination of comfort without risk or mystery could be perceived as an affront to the 

region’s historical legacy. 

Local Accommodation 

Participants also expressed their perceptions of local accommodation, and on how tourism 

and population growth had affected the lives of locals.  Michelle, a resident of Vermillion, 

described how her family in Paha Sapa was struggling to cope with the impact of tourism 

and specifically the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally on house prices: 

Interview 17 – “Michelle” (36, Resident of Vermillion) 

Will: “Well I guess I want to hear your thoughts on [tourism in] specifically the Black 
Hills, but also all of South Dakota.” 
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Michelle: “Okay so the Black Hills…I know that there's a lot of places out that could 
use the money. I also know their economy is based a lot on it, and like my cousins 
who live in Sturgis – I mean their tourism is the Bike Rally – they find it extremely 
undesirable and find it to be great to go away.” 

Will: “I think a lot of people in Sturgis are like, ‘I need to prepare’.” 

Michelle: “Yeah, like they just have to shut down the daycare during the Rally, and 
then it affects house prices, and anyway so all of that, at least from my cousins’ 
perspective, they would be happy to just have the Rally be gone. how would then the 
town cope economically? I don't know.” 

Owen, who had lived in Paha Sapa all 82 years of his life, described how much Paha Sapa’s 

land has transitioned from public to private ownership.  This shift also corresponded with 

increased development in more urban areas: 

Interview 25 – “Owen” (82, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Have you seen [tourism] change a lot in the time you’ve been here?” 

Owen: “Oh yeah, tremendously” 

Will: “What changed the most?” 

Owen: “Population, you know and the growth, right? I mean we used to hunt up in 
the hills and we always thought it was basically all Forest Service. Well now, it's 
about two-thirds landowners, you know? It’s been a big change.  And in Rapid, now 
you’ve got three-story apartment buildings going up everyplace.  Where do people 
come from? I don’t know.” 

As the land in Paha Sapa becomes more scarce and increases in value, the amount of money 

owed to the Lakota people by the United States government as established under the 1980 

Supreme Court decision could increase dramatically.  However, private ownership would 

make actually honoring the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868 and returning of the land to the 

management of Native groups much more logistically difficult. 

RV Culture and Work Camping 

Through the experience of living in The Minnie Winnie, I was able to connect with several 

others who lived in vans or motorhomes, either as work-campers or tourists.  Several of 

these people described what appealed to them about RV culture.  Fred, for example, 

described the freedom that being a work-camper offered: 
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Interview 29 – “Fred” (70, Seasonal Worker) 

Fred: “We don't live in the area; we live full-time and our motorhome. We've been 
doing that now for three full years.” 

Will: “Oh cool, so do you just live here during the summer?” 

Fred: “Yes.” 

Will: “Where do you go in the winter?” 

Fred: “Wherever we want. The joke is that I tie a snow shovel on the back of the motorhome 
on the ladder, and I head south until somebody asks me what the hell it is.  Then I know I’m 
far enough south.” 

However, some, like Karen, expressed disdain with the culture of excess within the region’s 

motorhome community: 

Interview 16 – “Karen” (67, Resident of Vermillion) 

Karen: “I’m sorry but some of those campers, that’s not camping…I’ve had some 
really funny things happen since I’ve worked here [at a campground near 
Vermillion].” 

Will: “When I think of camping, I think of making your own shelter to some degree.  I 
live in that RV, so I have to take it around for something to stay in, but I see some of 
these campers, these big buses”.  It must cost so much money to run that and tow 
your Jeep behind it.” 

Karen: “I actually saw a fifth-wheel that had six or seven slide-outs.  Most of them 
are four or five.  Five was the most I’d seen until this year… [The RV’s owner] invited 
me in and I said ‘I’ll stay right here’ because my feet were dirty.  She said, “Oh, don’t 
worry about that, this is our everyday camper’… She said, ‘This is the one we use for 
fishing and boating and stuff, and in the summertime when the fish stop biting and it 
gets too hot and we want to play in the water, we bring our motorhome.  It’s 35-
something feet long.’  I was like a deer in the headlights!” 

The exchange with Karen highlights a common point of contention regarding tourist, local, 

and seasonal worker accommodation in Paha Sapa.  To some, the region is a place to 

connect with nature, while others are more focused on wealth and materialism.  If 

development is allowed to run rampant, and the value of nature is overshadowed by an 

emphasis on comfort and convenience, stakeholders in Paha Sapa run the risk of killing the 

goose that laid the golden egg. 
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5.3.2.3. Material Fulfillment 

In addition to reflections on resource requirement and the material culture of 

accommodation, participants offered a range of thoughts on the material needs of 

themselves or others.  For my analysis of this cultural subcategory, I have elected to focus on 

participants’ perceptions of their individual material needs, of visitor needs/expectations, 

and of the broader context of consumerism in society. 

Individual Needs 

Several participants offered their reflections on their own individual needs.  Harry described 

how his current minimalist lifestyle and independence from materialism could be attributed 

to his upbringing: 

Interview 6 – “Harry” (35, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “How we can help people understand things and care about the environment?  
I mean, you already care; it was apparent to me on our drive out there to Bear 
Butte.” [He and I had driven to the base of Bear Butte earlier that day.  We went and 
hiked to the top the following morning.] 

Harry: “I think it comes from growing up in the woods.  I never had no electricity or 
nothing as a kid.  My mom was like, go and get some water from the spring.  I love 
it, drop me off in the middle of Naked and Afraid!” 

Similarly, Linda articulated how her lifestyle living in a van as a work-camper had encouraged 

her to engage in the gradual process of revaluating her own needs: 

Interview 33 – “Linda” (28, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “We talked a little bit about the materialist, short-term gains lifestyle that 
underlies a lot of the way people live in this country.  I was wondering what 
implications that you believe that has had to the environment?” 

Linda: Like a huge impact.  Everyone’s trying to get the newer better thing, and what 
are they doing with their older, not-that-much-worse thing?  Their still-functioning, 
working, something; what happens to that?  People are throwing away a heck of a 
lot more, so it’s a huge impact.  Not only that, but also housing.  It’s like “You have to 
have the house with the white picket fence”.  Well you’re clearing a lot of land, you 
know? I’m really torn with that; I feel like we need to start building up instead of out, 
but I also like living in a van, living in the middle of nowhere, and I know that other 
people like that too.” 



CHAPTER 5: CONTEMPORARY CULTURE OF PAHA SAPA  241 
 

Within Linda’s discourse was the implication that living a sedentary lifestyle with more 

material possessions was something to be averted rather than desired.  I am reminded that 

the sedentary life is something that is exceptionally unprecedented in Paha Sapa, where 

people have lived in highly nomadic groups for millennia (Frison, 1993; L. Sundstrom, 2004). 

Tourist Materialism, Expectations 

Generally, participants expressed their own material needs to be relatively low.  However, 

they often perceived visitors to the region to be relatively materialistic, and the industry to 

be catering to this materialism.  This exchange with David is a prime example: 

Interview 34 – “David” (30, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So in general, outside of Under Canvas but also including this so the entire 
tourist experience in the Black Hills, what are your thoughts on that?” 

David: “It could be better.”  

Will: “What about it?” 

David: “It’s very generic tourist-trappy.  It’s the Gatlinburg of the West, from what 
I’ve seen so far.  It definitely seems like there are some good things; I haven’t got out 
and done a ton of them yet.  We want to and we will, so once we start digging there 
might be more, but on the surface from what you see just driving through and 
walking down the street, it’s definitely very generic.  Gem shops and stuff like that.” 

Summer took this sentiment a step further and described how the commercialism of Paha 

Sapa’s tourism ran contrary to the region’s cultural significance. This made her feel like a 

“trespasser” as a person of non-Native heritage: 

Interview 24 – “Summer” (21, Student in Residence) 

Will: “So what do you think of the Black Hills?” 

Summer: “I couldn't be here all my life, but I do like them a lot. I mean, I feel like a 
little bit of a trespasser; I don't think they're my lands to be on all the time.” 

Will: “Right, so why is it that you feel that way?” 

Summer: “I think that perspective changed since I took Native American Studies [a 
course at Black Hills State University], and you know, you learn a lot.  I always think, 
‘Well, what if my homeland or my religious place was taken from me?’ So, I mean, I 
wish it would be held more sacred; I have a problem with Deadwood and its 
commercialism and everything.” 
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Will: “Definitely, so do you have the same issue with a lot of the other tourism in the 
Black Hills?” 

Summer: “Yeah, I definitely think like, I don’t know [pause]. I don’t know how to 
articulate it so much.  I think the Black Hills are beautiful; it’s great to visit.  But, I 
don’t know, I’m starting to get more and more of a dislike for it and distaste.” 

Will: “So not the region itself, but the way it’s being used?” 

Summer: “Yeah, exactly.” 

Conversations like this one with Summer were especially instrumental in my decision to shift 

my project to an increased focus on Paha Sapa’s environmental history and culture.  At the 

time this interview was taking place, I too was experiencing disillusionment with tourism in 

the region and feeling a sense of responsibility to dig deeper than perceptions on 

contemporary environmental issues. 

Consumerism in Society 

A theme that frequently emerged from my interviews was participants’ perceptions of 

materialism and consumerism in society in general, particularly in the land now known as 

the United States of America.  Carol described how the fast-paced, materialist lifestyle 

American culture imposes on people is encouraging them to neglect environmental 

stewardship efforts: 

Interview 21 – “Carol” (54, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Right, we live far beyond our means, and so it's thinking about like how do we 
how do we reduce [pause]” 

Carol: “People are inherently good, except when you get magazines or whatever and 
it's a fourteen-year-old model selling wrinkle cream next to the Nacho Cheese 
Doritos page.  They're confused and a lot of places want to turn people into more 
consumers than they need to be.” 

Will: “Do you think that if we lived in a more equitable and giving society, then 
people would care more about environment protecting the environment because 
they're not always in survival mode? 

Carol: “I don't know that people really realize that they're hurting the environment. I 
think they just think ‘I gotta get to my soccer club; I gotta get to my this; I got to get 
to that’. I don't think they're stopping thinking that. So, I think it comes down to less 
is more.” 
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I asked Oscar if he could describe the state of the world today through the lens of his Lakota 

heritage, and he answered by refuting the premise of my question in a constructive and 

inclusive manner: 

Interview 32 – “Oscar” (21, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “I want to ask you; do you feel like the traditional Lakota way of seeing the 
Earth and seeing people within the Earth, do you think that [pause] could you tell me 
a bit about that perception and how it’s needed in today’s world.” 

Oscar: “It’s almost like it’s not just the traditional Lakota way, it’s almost just 
common sense.  To be honest, you don’t even need to know tradition to know 
common sense…People are so gluttonous; they are so concerned with having luxury 
and the most of this or the most of that.  The most money; the most food; the most 
land.  It’s not even about security anymore, it’s about luxury and being lazy.” 

Will: “Yeah it’s the human condition isn’t it? To always want more?” 

Oscar: “Yeah, to always want more.  It’s like Buddha said: ‘The root of all suffering is 
from want’, and I believe that very strongly.  The root of the global suffering right 
now is because everybody wants something; everybody wants something because it 
will make their life easier…People can’t differentiate between want and need, and 
it’s creating a very destructive environmental problem.” 

These exchanges on material fulfilment identified consumerism as a negative driving force in 

society – one that is apparently universally denounced and yet shamelessly propagated.  

People are often more critical of others’ consumptive habits than their own, and it is always 

easy, especially in America, to point the finger at someone else who engages in more 

consumptive behavior.   If people have convinced themselves that their own needs and 

expectations are relatively low, this may serve as an obstacle to introspection and ultimate 

changes to behavior. 
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5.3.3. Practices 

 

Figure 5.14: Aspects of contemporary practices in Paha Sapa explored using interview data. 

5.3.3.1. Transportation 

The transportation practices of those who visit Paha Sapa became an area of interest in this 

project as I conducted research on human movements and migrations in the region’s past.  

While I was initially most interested in transportation’s impact on the environment, my 

experience in Paha Sapa encouraged me to also explore its metaphysical value.  For my 

analysis of this cultural subcategory, I have elected to focus on tourism transportation in 

general, the culture of the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally, and the implications of pace of 

transportation and stay. 

General Tourist Transportation 

Several of my participants, including Lucy, explained why it is more common for visitors to 

the region to drive private or rental vehicles rather than fly or use public transportation: 

Interview 28 – “Lucy” (69, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Yeah definitely, so at the start of the interview you mentioned that a lot of 
people who come to Keystone drive their cars.  Do they not fly often?” 

Lucy: “Our airport is Rapid City, and it’s a small airport.  It’s difficult to get here if 
you’re from outside a five-state area.  It takes you a long time to get here, and then 
you have to rent a car because there’s not public transportation.” 
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Joe expressed concern that predominant modes of transportation among both tourists and 

locals were unnecessarily inefficient, and that this was fuelled by consumer culture: 

Interview 27 – “Joe” (37, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “What are your thoughts on…do most people come here…do most people drive 
or do they fly?” 

Joe: “Most people drive.” 

Will: “And do you think the cars that most people drive are fuel efficient, or are they 
mostly SUVs or RVs.” 

Joe: “I mean most of them are RVs and utility vehicles, and yeah, SUVs.  You look out 
there [gestures outside] – there’s a pickup, an SUV, an SUV, and a car. So, there’s 
one car out of all that.” 

Will: “So do you ever think about the impact that that aspect of tourism, the 
transport, has on the global environment, not necessarily just local?” 

Joe: “It’s not just the transport side of it; they’re going home to a 7-bedroom house 
and they have 3 kids.  We used to live in a small house, now everyone needs their 
own bedroom with their own TV and everything.  It’s not only the vehicles; the 
houses have gotten bigger.  Does every family need an SUV?” 

The link Joe perceived between mode of transportation and excess in accommodation was 

reminiscent of Karen’s perception of RV culture (See Section 5.3.2.3).  I am left with the 

impression that large, fuel-inefficient vehicles – increasingly normalized in Paha Sapa today – 

not only impact the environment but obstruct the development of a connection to it. 

Motorcycles, Sturgis 

In Paha Sapa, motorcycles are more than a mode of transportation – they are a lifestyle and 

an identity.  An entire PhD could certainly be written on the culture of the Sturgis 

Motorcycle Rally alone, as there is much nuance and complexity to explore within that 

space.  Some of my interview participants viewed the Rally in a positive light.  Fred, a 

staunch supporter of Donald Trump, explained why the president was so widely respected 

among bikers: 

Interview 29 – “Fred” (70, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So what is it about Trump in particular that you think appeals to the bikers 
around the Sturgis Rally? What is it about his persona that is so attractive to them?” 
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Fred: “Coming on the heels of Barack Obama, who I think most military feel like he 
disrespected them. He did not value their service, he did not appreciate their 
capabilities, and he saw the enormous defense budget of America as a piggy bank 
that he could raid for his pet projects, not the least of which was Obamacare. I think 
that disrespect – failing to salute the guards when he gets on the airplane and things 
like that – trickled down to where people didn't appreciate him.  So now, we have a 
Commander-in-Chief that is very pro-military, and the military love him.  So, I think 
that’s part of the biker support.  A lot of them are ex-military.  They have comrades 
in arms; they’ve watched their friends pass away or be blown up, and they just aren’t 
willing to put up with someone who doesn’t value what they have done.” 

I conducted my field work before the report of Trump referring  to America’s fallen veterans 

as “suckers” and “losers” at Arlington National Cemetery (T. McCarthy, 2020) was released, 

though I doubt this would have been regarded as anything other than “fake news” among 

his staunchest supporters in the biker community.  Fred’s positive perceptions of the Rally 

were not shared by all my interview participants.  Paige offered a reflection on how she saw 

the contentious interaction between Native people and Sturgis bikers at Bear Butte. 

Interview 18 – “Paige” (43, Resident of Vermillion) 

Paige: [Following discussion of the Standing Rock Protest] “At Bear Butte, people go 
up on and pray and they have been for hundreds and thousands of years.  And then 
what do we do? The Sturgis Rally comes and we put a highway around there, and we 
put it like this new biker bar right at the base.  And people are just like ‘we just want 
to pray here’.  And it’s absolutely disregarding them with contempt.” 

This concern with protecting the cultural significance of Paha Sapa from the Rally’s 

incursions corroborated existing literature on contestation of place at Bear Butte (Orecchio-

Egresitz, 2020; Stasiuk, 2012). 

Pace of Transportation, Stay 

Some participants reflected on the pace of tourist transportation.  Lillian described how 

many visitors enter Paha Sapa with the expectation of checking all the well-known 

attractions such as Mount Rushmore off a list in a short period of time.  However, they are 

inclined to stay longer when they realize how much the region has to offer.  

Interview 31 – “Lillian” (68, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So what about [tourism in Paha Sapa] is exciting?” 
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Lillian: “People come in, and they’ve booked a room for one night, and they’ll end up 
booking for two nights, three nights, four nights because they have no idea how 
much there is to see and do around this area.  It’s beautiful and they love it; they’ll 
stay if they can.  Some are just on their way through or something and they can’t, 
but people really appreciate how beautiful this place is and how much there is to see 
and do.” 

Will: “So Mount Rushmore that brings them here, and then they see what else is 
here?” 

Lillian: “Yes.” 

Lucy described her efforts in the hospitality industry to encourage visitors to stay longer 

have been successful, and how she has observed a desired decrease in the pace of 

transportation to and from the region. 

Interview 28 – “Lucy” (69, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “So do you think that the infrastructure here in Keystone is say more prepared 
now to cope with that volume of tourist traffic than it was in the past?” 

Lucy: “That is our main goal, is to accommodate that.  Keystone is the central figure 
of the Black Hills; from here you can see all of it.  However, the average stay in 
Keystone before was one night. So, the first thing we did was build the two largest 
hotels here, and that’s made a big difference.” 

Transportation to, from, and within Paha Sapa underwent drastic changes in the twentieth 

century with the advent of personal motor vehicles and the construction of paved roads 

within formerly remote areas of the range (S. B. Julin, 2005).  Judging by the responses of my 

interview participants, this is still something to which people are adjusting and learning how 

to manage responsibly. 

5.3.3.2. Environmental Treatment 

An integral component of environmental history is investigating the physical interactions 

that human beings have with their environments (Worster, 1988, p. 293).  Environmental 

philosophy exists in an abstract space, while environmental treatment is its corporeal 

manifestation.  For my analysis of this cultural subcategory, I have elected to focus on 

environmental education, tourism-related environmental treatment in the region, and 

participants’ reflections on systemic environmental treatment in Paha Sapa and elsewhere. 
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Environmental Education 

In exploring participants’ perceptions on the practice of environmental treatment, many 

stressed the importance of educating people on nuances of environments and human 

impacts upon them.  Vicki expressed her concern that young people were growing more 

detached from nature was common: 

Interview 22 – “Vicki” (37, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: [In reference to Vicki taking her son on a hike in Paha Sapa]. “I think you’re 
doing a good thing by exposing him to the environment when he’s young, because I 
think that will help him appreciate it more when he’s older.” 

Vicki: “Yeah, I hope so.  He watches TV of other people playing video games.  I was 
so excited, because last year, he wanted to be a palaeontologist, and this year, he 
wants to be a YouTube streamer.  And then I do research on one of these people that 
he follows, and they make like biiiiiig money.  I was like “Are you kidding me?”. 

Will: “You wonder how it’s going to affect peoples’ perceptions of the environment. 
Say, in 20 years time, are people going to appreciate nature?” 

Vicki: “I don’t think they care now, half the time.  I think they’re so involved in what 
they’re doing.  You could literally put them on a planet that had a bubble around 
their house that provided oxygen, and half of them wouldn’t care.  It scares me, 
because I think that they’re going to wake up one day and the planet will have been 
completely annihilated in front of them, and they’ll have no clue how it got that way, 
you know what I mean?” 

Samuel, an environmental educator at Outdoor Campus West (OCW) described the facility’s 

aspirations, and underlined a similar focus on reaching younger demographics: 

Interview 38 – “Samuel” (45, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “So you mentioned an audience that you’d really want to get involved in.  Like 
what sort of target audience are you going for?” 

Samuel: One of our big ones right now would be young adults from 18-30 for a 
variety of reasons.  One is that statistically, nationwide, that is an age group where 
we see a massive decline in outdoor recreation participation.  Kids are involved up to 
high school, then college hits and they drop off.  Then they get old enough to where 
they have kids, and they say, ‘I did this when I was a kid; I should do it again!’.  So 
we’re trying to keep that age group actively involved.   

Will: “That’s great, so do you get a lot of interest in targeting that group?” 
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Samuel: “We do.  One thing it kind of coincides with as well in that age group – 
there’s a pretty strong interest in local foods and healthy foods.  Sort of this ‘local-
vore’ movement.  So, we have some programs that we’ve offered for both hunting 
and fishing that are targeted at people who have never done it before.” 

These exchanges with Samuel and Vicki contradicted the notion some other participants 

expressed that younger people were more environmentally conscious and engaged (See 

Section 5.3.2.3).  It seems trite to suggest that people will treat the environment better if 

they simply immersed themselves within nature more often.  However, perhaps a more 

physical, hands-on approach to educating people on ecosystems and environmental impacts 

could be instrumental in establishing more sustainable environmental treatment practices. 

Tourist Environmental Treatment 

Several participants expressed their views on how tourists or the tourism sector in Paha Sapa 

were treating the environment.  Arielle believed that while tourism has had a net positive 

impact in Paha Sapa, she acknowledged that not all visitors were respectful of the 

environment: 

Interview 2 – “Arielle” (38, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: Do you think that [tourism] has had a positive effect of the region? 

Arielle: “For the most part, yes. It brings people and tax dollars in, but with that 
comes a lot of issues. I have a favorite cave that I’ve gone to since I was little out in 
Spearfish Canyon. It's great that people are making it up there and seeing the 
beauty, but unfortunately not everybody is respectful of the environment and they 
leave their trash and their bottles and their junk along the trail and they don't stay 
on the trail so erosion is an issue.  So there's a lot of issues that go along with 
tourists coming into our beloved places, but it is nice to share them with them.” 

Arielle recognized diversity among visitors to the region, and she did not believe that the 

actions of a select few should ruin the experience for everyone.  The following exchange 

with Vicki was similar in the sense that it did not promote a “tourists versus locals” narrative 

on the subject of environmental treatment. 

Interview 22 – “Vicki” (37, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Do you think that tourism in the Black Hills respects the natural environment, 
or do you think it degrades it?” 
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Vicki: “I think it tries to respect it, but anytime you are welcoming more and more 
people to a place, you want them to be comfortable and you want them to pay 
money for it, so you’re improving everything around for people.  As much as we’d 
like to see [tourists] respect nature, some of them throw trash out the window and 
their cigarette butts on the floor and invite baby bison into their vehicles because 
they’re ignorant of how that really works…I don’t know if comes out of ignorance or 
just selfishness for their own comfort.” 

Arielle and Vicki’s perceptions of tourism-related environmental treatment were not fuelled 

by a sense of possession of the land, but more out of genuine concern for keeping Paha 

Sapa’s environment intact.   

Systemic Environmental Treatment 

I was also interested to explore how participants perceived humans relationship with the 

environment on a broader scale.  Jacob believed that people were becoming more aware of 

our species’ impact on the land and non-human forms of life, but was skeptical that 

awareness was translating to any meaningful action: 

Interview 42 – “Jacob” (49, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “And do you think that the way we [humans] treat the environment as a whole 
is improving?” 

Jacob: “You know, that’s tough.  I do think there’s better awareness, and people are 
wanting to do more, but I’m not sure in true practice, it’s really making a great 
difference.  The way population growth is booming and new buildings go up, cities 
are expanding so fast, that I’m not sure we’re helping the environment, even if we 
become aware that we are hurting the environment.” 

Will: “So what’s missing there, between awareness and action?” 

Jacob: “I don’t want to say greed, but an easy of life, a lack of sacrifice.  No one 
really wants to sacrifice their good life to make a big difference in the impact they’re 
having.” 

Jacob attributed poor environmental treatment to the unwillingness of everyday people to 

make sacrifices.  Paige, on the other hand, took aim at the systemic environmental 

treatment of corporations, specifically those behind the construction of the KXL and DAPL: 

Interview 18 – “Paige” (43, Resident of Vermillion) 

Will: “I was wondering if you could describe to me your viewpoint on the [Keystone 
and Dakota Access] Pipelines.” 
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Paige: “I’ve tried to see the reasoning behind them, I just can’t understand why 
though.  Why it’s ok to not listen to people when they say ‘This is hurting me’.  As a 
mom, with my kids, I teach them that if someone says you’re hurting me, you stop.  
You just stop, period.  And so how do I teach them not to be a bully, when like the 
overall arching everything of industry in this country and fossil fuel use and money, 
basically, is a ‘Stop, you're hurting me’. I don't want to be too graphic or whatever, 
but it also does parallel with rape. I mean, you're drilling in the ground…And they 
legitimize rape by saying it’s safer than having oil on trains.” 

Paige’s comparison of oil drilling to rape echoes the same sentiment as environmental 

history literature on environmental agency and rights of nature (Beattie et al., 2014; Nash, 

1989).  Several individuals I interviewed seemed to have a profound attachment to Paha 

Sapa, and when presented with the subject of environmental impact in the region, they 

often reacted with frustration and anger at those who would do it harm.  However, my 

interview sample group did not include oil-industry executives. 

5.3.3.3. Recreation 

Recreational activities and pastimes are an integral component of the contemporary 

Tourism & Recreational Area of Paha Sapa, as they have been in the Sacred Landscape and 

Frontier Settlement cultural periods.  I was interested to explore what people do for fun in 

the region, and if contemporary recreation could be linked to such activities in the past.  For 

my analysis of this cultural subcategory, I have elected to focus on gambling, common 

tourist activities and attractions, and immersion in nature as a recreational pursuit. 

Gambling 

Gambling is a major recreational activity in Paha Sapa, as the region continues to propagate 

the legacies of famous Frontier Settlement gamblers like Wild Bill Hickock and Poker Alice 

(Deadwood, 2020).  “Allen”, who I interviewed while sitting at a slot machine, with the 

sounds of a Deadwood casino ringing in the background, offered his perspective: 

Interview 12 – “Allen” (69, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “So do you think that the environmental tourism, like seeing the Black Hills and 
going hiking and that sort of stuff, is more fulfilling then something like the stuff in 
Deadwood, where people gamble?” 

Allen: “Well it depends on the individual.” 

Will: “But for you personally.” 
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Allen: “For me personally, I enjoy both; I don't overindulge in either. This [he 
gestured at the slot machine] is more or less a distraction, but I'm sure there's people 
out there that do this for a living – I know it has a great impact on them. Personally, I 
could do without it, but I understand that there's some positive things about it. It has 
definitely turned this community around, but they're always advertising the positive 
things about it. They don't tell you the negative things. How many lives it has 
disrupted because people aren’t strong-willed enough to stay away from it?  They 
get addicted. It may be a low percentage; I don't know the statistics. I think it's here 
to stay, whether we like it or not.” 

Allen perceived gambling to be not just a recreational pursuit, but a cultural phenomenon 

that has influenced Paha Sapa in a profound way.  It is a prime example of a cultural element 

that owes much of its success to its connection with heritage and tradition.  This can happen 

with recreational activities, as well as with mindsets and biases relating to human beings and 

the environment. 

Tourist Activities and Attractions 

In exploring the recreational pursuits undertaken by tourists, the historical context was also 

evident.  Tyler described his visit to the mountain now known as Mount Rushmore, and to 

other historic sites in the region: 

Interview 8 – “Tyler” (23, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “Yeah thank you again for doing this and everything that really appreciate it. I 
was wondering how did you travel to Mount Rushmore?” 

Tyler: “I was doing a cross-country road trip for my internship and I initially made 
Mount Rushmore my only detour, but throughout the trip we actually encountered 
much more Native American historic sites and whatnot, but we were just driving 
across the Black Hills and stopped at Mount Rushmore.” 

Will: “That’s great, did you see a lot of the rest of the Black Hills on your visit?” 

Tyler: “Yeah we took a detour before Rushmore and went to Wounded Knee, then 
we checked out Crazy Horse on the way to Rushmore.  We actually went to Devil’s 
Tower, which has a Native American history.  To conclude the trip, we went to Little 
Bighorn, where Custer’s Last Stand was.” 

Tyler’s expression that he was drawn to the Native history of the place over the Euro-

American heritage avenues of interpretation was hopeful, though I would wager that he is in 

the minority who focus so intently on the region’s Native history.  Jack described how many 
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tourists often branch out from Mount Rushmore to explore other elements of Euro-

American history, but most, in his view, do not fully experience nature: 

Interview 36 – “Jack” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So do most people just confine themselves to Mount Rushmore?” 

Jack: “No, most people do go out, I would say most people go out and do the scenic 
byways and the routes and go for the drives and little tours.  As far as the actual 
hiking, I don’t think most people go really hiking out here, which is unfortunate 
because it’s pretty.  But they do get out a lot, and most of the people who come here 
are active.  They’re not just coming to sit in a room.  They want to walk around and 
see the culture, and experience what the Old West is, because it’s still pretty historic 
out here.” 

Immersion in Nature 

Jack’s quote leads into the final component of recreation I wished to explore, which is 

physical immersion in the natural environment through outdoor activities.  Sean reflected on 

the benefits that immersion in Paha Sapa’s natural environment as a recreational activity 

offered to those who live and visit the region: 

Interview 41 – “Sean” (25, Student in Residence) 

Will: “So, I’m interested in what brings people to this region and the tourism. What 
do you think of tourism in the Black Hills?” 

Sean: “I mean that’s basically what brought me here.  I heard about the school first, 
then I heard there was amazing climbing, and I wanted to do something outdoors.  I 
saw they had one of 16 outdoor education programs in the entire nation, like four-
year programs, and there’s amazing, world-class climbing.  I was like, ‘I have to go’.” 

Will: “So you think the tourism provides a lot of educational opportunities?” 

Sean: “Yes, definitely.  As far as the Midwest goes, the Black Hills is just so diverse.  
Just like the geological setting, just being the furthest spur of the Rocky Mountains.  
Then all the unique vegetation, endemic species that are here, makes it really cool.” 

However, Caleb believed that many tourists who come to Paha Sapa are not especially 

interested in nature, and that those who are would choose to go to more “iconic” places 

such as the Rocky Mountains and the national parks of western Wyoming: 
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Interview 44 – “Caleb” (39, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Right, so if you had to guess what proportion come to appreciate nature and 
participate in outdoor activities maybe compared to people who just go to see 
Mount Rushmore, what would you think?” 

Caleb: “Well, I would say the nature part is probably a super small percentage.  Not 
to detract from my home, but if you travel 8 hours or 9 hours to the West, you’re in 
Yellowstone, and you’ve got some really iconic national parks, some really iconic 
wildlife, and some really iconic scenery...So as far as the ecotourism part goes, you’ll 
get local tourists, like a guy from Sioux Falls.  But as far as people coming from other 
states, I think it’s a small amount.” 

Will: “So, from your perspective, the people who come from other states are 
predominantly interested in the standard tourist experience.” 

Caleb: “Yep.” 

From the sentiments I gathered on recreational activities, it seemed that people were 

generally more interested in the built environments of Paha Sapa than the region’s non-

human environment, or at least most participants perceived that to be the case.  This was 

concerning, provided that several participants expressed that environmental immersion was 

essential to appreciation of nature.  These sentiments did not allay my fears that Paha Sapa’s 

tourism industry was encouraging detachment from the land and non-human forms of life, 

deliberately or otherwise.  
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5.3.4. Observations of Cultural Change 

In addition to perspectives on the nine subcategories of culture I have selected to analyze in 

this thesis, interview participants also described cultural changes that have happened in 

Paha Sapa either within their lifetimes or before.  While the views participants expressed 

toward these developments varied, all served to demonstrate the dynamic nature of culture 

in the region. 

5.3.4.1 Between Historical Cultures 

Michelle described how her perspective of the Mount Rushmore National Memorial changed 

as she became aware of its role in celebrating the forceful transformation from Paha Sapa to 

a Frontier Settlement of the United States of America: 

Interview 17 – “Michelle” (36, Resident of Vermillion) 

Will: You said that your perception [of Mount Rushmore] has changed recently, how 
would you describe your view on the monument now? 

Michelle: Well, I mean, I think even more everything out west like the whole Western 
ideal.  I think once you have more of a sense that the thing that they're selling as so 
wonderful is white people coming and killing Native Americans, it seems like that is 
less of a compelling story.  I mean everything in the western half of the state – the 
whole narrative of it's like the Wild West, and we were conquering, and we made 
this beautiful monument. It's more like ‘oh god that's painful’. I mean, you know? 
Like that's just [pause] it's [pause] well, that is horrible. 

Oscar also viewed American patriotic narratives in a similar light, and believed that Paha 

Sapa’s history of colonization underscored his responsibility to share the knowledge his 

ancestors had passed down: 

Interview 32 – “Oscar” (21, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: What do you think when people say ‘Mount Rushmore is a heritage 
monument’. How do you respond to that? 

Oscar: “I guess the secret little nihilistic voice in the back of my head is like ‘That 
means two things’.  I don’t know; I just wish people knew what happened.  I wish 
they knew more about it, because like I told you, my daughter came home one day 
and she was mad because they were telling her that Christopher Columbus and the 
Pilgrims were giving.  ‘They came, and they shared, and it was such a good 
experience, and we were all friends’ and all this and all that, but it was strange. It 
made her mad because her dad, me, I’m an Oglala Lakota, and I make sure to tell 
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her what happened from what my ancestors had told, from my mom and dad and 
what I’ve learned from them and other elders.  You always pass down the truth 
because that’s your culture and that’s all you have left.  That’s all we do have left of 
our culture is being able to orally pass on the knowledge.” 

David acknowledged the wrongs done to initiate cultural change in the past, yet he argued 

that historical figures should not necessarily be demonized: 

Interview 34 – “David” (30, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So about Mount Rushmore in particular, I was wondering what you thought 
about Mount Rushmore; what does it symbolise to you?” 

David: “It’s very complicated.  I mean, right now, if you think about it.  Really, right 
now if you think about it, it’s a travesty.  Like, look what they did.  But you have to 
think, that wasn’t built today.  That was built way back in the day, and it was a 
different time then.  There was not all of this [gestures around at infrastructure], and 
so it was just one little thing.  Which still [pause] I guess that’s kind of like ‘Back then, 
they had slavery too’.  I don’t think it’s as bad as that, but I think that back then it 
was a little different.” 

Will: “Just the social norms?” 

David: “The social norms and just the attitude in the country, and where we were at 
as a country.  We were up-and-coming, but we weren’t so much.  We were just 
starting to become a powerhouse. We hadn’t gone and dominated two World Wars 
yet; we hadn’t jumped in and saved a bunch of countries; we hadn’t started a bunch 
of stuff.  We were on our way there, but it wasn’t like we were a fledgling like during 
the Civil War.” 

David clearly believed that the actions people took in a different time should not impede 

national pride in the present.  His second quote was reminiscent of my education in the 

Midwest, where which injustices were touched upon, yet the righteousness of the nation 

was often reaffirmed and never called into question.  I find myself wondering what amount 

of pride and ex post facto justification is necessary for a nation to sustain itself, and at what 

point it can no longer claim ownership of the ideals it purportedly embodies. 
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5.3.4.2. Within Tourism & Recreational Area over time 

In addition to the changes to and from past cultural periods, some of my interview 

participants described the cultural changes that the Tourism & Recreational Area had 

undergone within their own lifetimes.  My two oldest interview participants, Grace (91) and 

Owen (82), both of whom had lived in Paha Sapa their entire lives, positioned their 

experience of cultural change in relation to significant historic events. 

Interview 23 – “Grace” (91, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will:  “I'm really interested in people here and how they've seen this region change 
over time, and for you, what are the things you’ve seen change the most?” 

Grace: “Well when we came in here in 54, Homestake Mine was going gangbusters. 
That was, I guess you’d say the main income of the whole area for anybody working, 
and tourism had just barely started. They had a ski area at Terry peak, but people 
didn’t have that much money yet then.” 

Will:  “Right, it was just starting to take off?” 

Grace: “Yeah, and the economy changed a lot too in those years.” 

Will:  “So did tourism gradually become more of the economy?” 

Grace: “Oh yeah, especially in the [Black] Hills.” 

“Owen” offered a first-hand account of watching the carving of Thunkasila Sakpe progress: 

Interview 25 – “Owen” (82, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “At what point did tourism become huge in the Black Hills?” 

Owen: “Well it actually always has been, basically.  Tourism has been a big thing 
since they built Mount Rushmore.  I mean, that’s when it started.  It gets busier every 
year.” 

Will: “So Mount Rushmore must have gone up when you were a kid, right?” 

Owen: “Yeah, I was 5 years-old and my folks took us up there.  They had a wooden 
stairway all the way up to Washington’s head.  He was the only one that was done 
at that time.  We went all the way up the 300-some steps to get up there and stood 
on his head, and they took a few pictures, but I was about 5 years-old.” 

Will: “Oh yeah, so you remember that really clearly?” 

Owen: “Yeah [he smiled and looked into the distance].” 
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Will: “Do you remember when it finished and seeing it completed and all that?” 

Owen: “Yeah because my folks knew a lot of the guys that worked on it, they were 
neighbors, you know? “ 

Grace and Owen’s observations of cultural change and recollections of culturally significant 

events were an interesting addition to my dataset, and as I think back to those interviews 

knowing what I know now about Paha Sapa’s history, there are many questions I wish I 

would have asked them.  It is easy to take the things that happened before one’s own 

lifetime for granted, and to forget that there are people who experienced those events first-

hand.  I am left wondering what culture-defining events I may be able to recall occurring in 

Paha Sapa if I live to be their age.  For better or worse, I can already think of a few (See 

Chapter 6; Significant Political Events in South Dakota). 

5.3.4.3. Between Seasons 

In addition to discussions of changes within or between the cultural periods outlined in this 

thesis, several of my interview participants expressed witnessing cultural changes that occur 

each year as Paha Sapa transitions to and from the summer “tourist season”.  Fred, a 

seasonal worker who had worked in Keystone for several summers in a row, described the 

dramatic difference between the tourist areas in the summer and in the other seasons of the 

year: 

Interview 29 – “Fred” (70, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So is the culture [in Keystone] different than Rapid City?” 

Fred: “Well it's a transient town; everybody here is a tourist. The only people that 
live in Keystone either work for the Monument or work for Pennington County in, you 
know, law enforcement or the Fire Department or, you know, civil jobs. There's no 
there's no commerce here outside of the tourist season – so the tourist season is 
from like mid-May to mid-October, and then it's just dead. I mean there's nothing 
here, most of the stores, or most of the shops that are selling shirts and souvenirs 
and gold, they’re closed up.” 

Oscar corroborated Fred’s statement that there is a drastic change in culture and lifestyle 

between seasons in Paha Sapa.  More than that, though, he described how as a person of 

Oglala Lakota heritage, he felt pressured to work in the tourism industry to make a living and 

could not find employment outside of the season: 
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Interview 32 – “Oscar” (21, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “That’s incredible. So I want to talk a lot about the protest and the pipelines, 
but first usually what I talk about is this area, particularly around Keystone, and I 
was wondering what you thought about tourism in the Black Hills.” 

Oscar: “Honestly it kind of makes me a nihilist a little bit, but being as a modern 
contemporary American having to make a living to support his family, and every 
other natural economic way to support our family has been taken from us.  So really, 
I guess I have to [work in tourism].  It’s kind of a means to an end, especially out here 
because in the winter time, you couldn’t find a job anyway.  All the tourism dies 
down, and then it goes back to what it really is.  It’s the Black Hills and the natural 
state of sanctity but separation.” 

“What it really is – the natural state of sanctity but separation”.  Maybe it was the look in his 

eye when he said those words, or the tone of his voice, but that phrase stuck with me for 

some reason, and remained in the back of my mind throughout my field work.  When I went 

to transcribe the interview months later, as I listened to the recording, I knew to expect it 

before he said it.  Now that I have researched what I have about the region’s history, his 

words make even more sense to me than they did then.  Paha Sapa is a place that still holds 

spiritual power and meaning, and yet it has been defined by anthropocentrism and social 

exclusion for long enough that “separation” has become a part of its identity.  Time will tell 

whether this relatively brief period of separation teaches a lesson or heralds further days of 

detachment in Paha Sapa’s future.  
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5.4. Reflections on Contemporary Culture 

5.4.1. Contemporary Cultural Insights: Introduction 

The results presented in Section 5.3 span a broad range of topics within the nine cultural 

subcategories of the contemporary Tourism & Recreational Area of Paha Sapa.  Often, 

interviewees perceptions on human and environmental topics can be positioned within the 

region’s historical context and highlight the various interests and ideals that shape norms, 

material cultures, and practices today.  While the perspectives that influence each specific 

cultural subcategory are useful for providing depth to the analysis, they alone do not provide 

a coherent summary of contemporary culture in the region.  For this purpose, perhaps it is 

most useful to zoom out from the perspectives on individual aspects of culture to what they 

collectively elucidate.  In this section, I present data on cultural connectivity (Section 5.4.2) 

and offer my interpretations of the broader realities inferred from my interview data 

(Section 5.4.3). 

5.4.2. Visualizing Cultural Connectivity  

As I had coded several exchanges to multiple cultural subcategories (nodes), I was interested 

in understanding the degree of cultural connectivity within my dataset.   The Matrix Coding 

feature in NVivo 12 provided the statistics on node overlap (Appendix F), but this format did 

not intuitively demonstrate prevalence of overlap, nor provide insight into which specific 

cultural subcategories appeared to exert the most influence on others.  To visualize 

connectivity between cultural subcategories, I input the data from the NVivo-generated 

matrix and generated a chord diagram using Flourish Studio Data Visualization Tools 

(Flourish, 2020),  Figure 5.15 is this diagram, in which the thickness of strands between 

categories represents the relative number of exchanges shared. 
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Figure 5.15: Chord Diagram illustrating the relative frequency of exchanges shared between 
cultural subcategories (nodes).  Image created using Flourish Studio Data Visualization tools. 

A variety of insights about cultural connectivity in my dataset can be derived from Figure 

5.15.  First, the width of the arcs around the circle (cultural subcategories) represents the 

relative number of exchanges that overlapped with other categories.  For instance, 

“Legends, Folklore, and Worship”, a subcategory of norms, had the highest level of total 

connectivity with other categories (114 exchanges).  Conversely, “Accommodation”, a 

subcategory of material culture, had the least (21 exchanges).   The strongest single link 

between two cultural subcategories was the link between the norms of “Legends, Folklore, 

and Worship” and “Cultural Inclusivity” (44 exchanges).  Across broad categories of culture 

(norms, material culture, and practices), the strongest links were shared between the 

practice of “Environmental Treatment” and the norms of “Legends, Folkore, and Worship” 

and “Cultural Inclusivity” (22 exchanges each).  Average overlap between cultural 

subcategories was 8 exchanges.  This visualization serves to illustrate that there is 

substantial interplay between multiple aspects of culture I have analyzed, and that specific 

cultural elements do not exist independently of each other.  Cultural complexity and 

interdependence are among the core arguments of the Cultures Framework, and these data 

also serve to provide support for its theoretical foundation. 
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5.4.3. Spheres of Reality in Paha Sapa 

From a research standpoint, I was fortunate to observe a broad spectrum of perspectives on 

topics ranging in scope from environmental philosophy to the specific modes of 

accommodation of Paha Sapa’s tourists.  Some interview participants expressed receptivity 

to ecocentric philosophy and behavior, while others appeared to be comfortable in their 

ways of thinking and relatively unwilling to extend further compassion to the land, non-

human forms of life, and to other groups of human beings.  That said, every person I 

interviewed, even those with whom I strongly disagreed, treated me with kindness, and our 

conversations proceeded and concluded respectfully.  Unfortunately, the same cannot be 

said about some of the roughly two-dozen individuals who refused to be interviewed after I 

told them what the project was about.  Proportionally, my interview participant pool turned 

out to be far more progressive than what the data of P. D. Howe et al. (2015; See Chapter 1) 

and the 2016 Presidential Election Results suggested about contemporary Paha Sapa and the 

state of South Dakota.  However, after six months of immersive field work, I can say that 

these data very much aligned with my overall experience of people in the region. 

The existence of disparate and inherently incompatible conceptualizations of reality in the 

United States of America and elsewhere has been a subject of great international interest in 

recent years.  In the wake of the United Kingdom’s “Brexit” referendum and the election of 

Donald Trump as President of the United States in 2016, discourses in peer-reviewed 

literature and the popular press on the propagation of categorically false narratives 

increased dramatically.  So prevalent were these concerns that Oxford Dictionaries named 

“post-truth” its international word of the year in 2016 (Flood, 2016).  In the years since then, 

once-niche terms such as “echo chamber” and “confirmation bias” have become 

commonplace (Hooton, 2016; Yagoda, 2018), while others including “fake news” (Higdon, 

2020) and “alternative facts” (Barrera, Guriev, Henry, & Zhuravskaya, 2020) have emerged.  

These various buzzwords and phrases point to the phenomenon in which separate spheres 

of reality are constructed via positive reinforcement within isolated social groups. 

In Paha Sapa, the existence of such alternate realities was apparent from my interview data, 

and was reminiscent of “regimes of truth” as they are described in Decolonizing 

Methodologies (L. T. Smith, 1999)  To use environmental philosophy as an example, some of 

my interview participants lived in a world in which it was their responsibility to care about 
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and preserve nature, while others believed that a divine being absolved them of all 

responsibility for environmental stewardship.  Furthermore, several of my participants who 

demonstrated ecocentrism, empathy, and trust in science expressed feeling that their views 

were underrepresented, and in some cases ostracized, within their community.  From the 

accounts of these individuals and from my own personal experiences, I have come to believe 

that the contemporary culture of Paha Sapa is a case-study in confirmation bias and 

sectarian exclusion.  While much has been made of the “post-truth” phenomenon in recent 

years, this fundamental ideological separation is nothing particularly new in Paha Sapa or in 

several other parts of the nation.  Since Paha Sapa’s transformation to a Frontier Settlement 

began in the early nineteenth century, the region has been home to disparate groups of 

people, with minimal dialogue and understanding between them, that adhere to 

dramatically different environmental and intercultural philosophies and behaviors. 
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6.1. Discussion: Introduction 

Paha Sapa is a region of dynamic cultural change, with various sentiments and ideals 

competing for control of its future.  In the previous two chapters, I have analyzed the norms, 

material culture, and practices that have characterized the Sacred Landscape, the Frontier 

Settlement, and the Tourism & Recreational Area.  Moreover, I have reviewed the social and 

environmental shifts that have produced distinct cultural states, and the specific events and 

actors that have been most instrumental in entrenching stagnation or initiating change.   

Following independent presentation and analysis of Paha Sapa’s past and present cultural 

periods, my third and final research aim is to identify the fundamental characteristics of 

Paha Sapa’s cultural legacy.  In this chapter, I present a comparative cultural analysis, in 

which I explore core similarities and differences between the Sacred Landscape, Frontier 

Settlement, and Tourism & Recreational Area.  This endeavor is the subject of “Section 6.2: 

Comparative Cultural Analysis”. 

In addition to the culturally formative and defining events and actors described in previous 

chapters, there have been several significant developments to Paha Sapa’s contemporary 

culture that have occurred since the conclusion of my field work in 2018.  In “Section 6.3: 

Recent Cultural Developments”, I describe the consequences of the 2018 and 2020 election 

seasons, the impacts of recent judicial rulings on Native sovereignty, trends of 

environmental deregulation, and the outbreak and spread of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Present circumstances in Paha Sapa set the stage for the choices of the future, which will 

shape the ultimate direction of Paha Sapa’s cultural progression in the years to come.  The 

implications of the choices made at this critical moment, and the potential outcomes of 

those choices, are the subjects of Chapter 7. 
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6.2. Comparative Cultural Analysis 

 

Figure 6.1: Venn Diagram illustrating the similarities and differences of the three cultural 
periods presented in this thesis.  Each subsection of Section 6.2 focuses on a specific region 
of overlap in this figure. 

6.2.1. Sacred Landscape and Frontier Settlement 

The first cultural intersection I explore in this chapter is the overlap between the Sacred 

Landscape and Frontier Settlement cultural periods (Figure 6.2).  At first glance, it may seem 

impossible to infer commonality between two cultural periods that resulted from the 

manifestation of diametrically opposed worldviews.  However, from a contemporary frame 

of reference, we can perceive shared backdrops to norms, material culture, and practices, 

especially when compared to the Tourism & Recreational Area of the present. 
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Figure 6.2: Defining similarities between the Sacred Landscape and Frontier Settlement 
cultural periods of Paha Sapa. 

Perhaps the most apparent similarity between the Sacred Landscape and Frontier 

Settlement cultural periods of Paha Sapa was a direct relationship with nature.  Before the 

arrival of Euro-American settlers in the region, various Native peoples who inhabited the 

region fostered an intimate connection with the land and non-human forms of life, and this 

relationship was evident in every aspect of life from spiritual beliefs to subsistence practices 

(Stillman, 2017, p. 105; L. Sundstrom, 2004, pp. 26-27, 48-53) .  As Paha Sapa underwent its 

forced cultural transformation in the nineteenth century, the predominant norm of 

anthropocentrism gave rise to unsustainable material expectations and extractive practices 

(J. A. Lee & Gill, 2015; Phillips, 1999).  However, Euro-American pioneers still needed to be 

self-sufficient and possess an awareness of environmental hazards such as drought and of 

dangerous wildlife including bears, moose, and mountain lions in order to survive (De Voto, 

1998, pp. 159-160).  Despite their philosophical removal from the natural environment, the 

people of the Frontier Settlement maintained a degree of physical immersion as a matter of 

necessity.   

In both periods, the livelihoods of most individuals were not dependent on technologies 

they did not understand.  The people of the Sacred Landscape constantly worked collectively 

to seek food sources and navigate the land, and this conditioning proved to be of great value 

in times of dramatic environmental change (Meltzer, 1999; L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 13).  Euro-
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American settlers adhered to a very different resource regime, yet they were well-versed in 

the use of locally sourced products to fulfill most material requirements.  In the early days of 

the Frontier Settlement, many pioneers grew their own vegetables, produced butter and 

cheese, skinned and butchered animals, and created and cleaned their own garments 

(Jensen & Johnson, 1983; Snodgrass, 2015, pp. 104, 167).  It was not until later that 

infrastructure was constructed to accommodate more aristocratic individuals in the West, 

and to increase reliance on the labors of others and products imported from elsewhere 

(Esarey, 1917).  

Transportation within the interior of Paha Sapa in both periods can be described as slow and 

deliberate relative to that of the present.  For the entire history of the Sacred Landscape, 

transportation was limited to either horseback or on-foot (Collin, 2017), and these modes 

allowed ample time for reflection and immersion in the natural environment.  This was also 

the case for the early years of the Frontier Settlement, although the advent of railroads and 

steamboats substantially expedited the movement of people and resources to, from, and 

within the region (Ambrose, 2000, p. 255; Chittenden, 1986, pp. 336-337).  Automobiles 

were invented during the mid-Frontier Settlement period, though they did not become 

widely available until after World War I when they served as a major catalyst for the region’s 

transformation to a Tourism & Recreational Area (S. B. Julin, 2005; Reed & Wallace, 2016, 

pp. 118-119).  Needless to say, throughout the Sacred Landscape or Frontier Settlement 

periods, the prospect of traversing the interior of Paha Sapa in the span of two days (what is 

now considered a standard modern tourist itinerary) would have been comparable in 

absurdity to an average person in 2020 undertaking a spontaneous mission to the moon. 

The terrain of Paha Sapa and its relative inaccessibility to humans in the Sacred Landscape 

and Frontier Settlement periods impacted more than just transportation in the region.  

Archaeological evidence suggests that throughout the Paleoindian Period, people had little 

incentive to pursue game into the rugged interior of the range.  This dramatically changed as 

food sources on the plains dwindled in the aftermath of the last glacial maximum, yet the 

recovery of bison populations in the Late Archaic facilitated the return to a more nomadic 

lifestyle in the foothills (Kornfeld et al., 2016, p. 194; L. Sundstrom et al., 2002).  In the 

Frontier Settlement period, prospectors sought increasingly remote locations to procure 

precious metals, but excursions into these areas still required extensive provisioning, and 
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development of infrastructure in such locales was difficult or infeasible (Palais, 1945).  Prior 

to their realization as tourism assets, many of Paha Sapa’s elusive vistas and the depths of its 

underground caverns would have remained shrouded in mystery. 

6.2.2. Frontier Settlement and Tourism & Recreational Area 

Paha Sapa’s transition from a Frontier Settlement to Tourism & Recreational Area was far 

more incremental than its transformation from a Sacred Landscape.  While the Frontier 

Settlement originated from a forced, abrupt replacement, the Tourism & Recreational Area 

arose from the gradual actualization and commodification of several of the Frontier 

Settlement’s cultural elements.  Therefore, there exist a range of components shared 

exclusively between the latter two cultural periods described in this thesis (Figure 6.3). 

 

Figure 6.3: Defining similarities between the Frontier Settlement and Tourism & Recreational 
Area cultural periods of Paha Sapa. 

Since Paha Sapa’s transformation from the Sacred Landscape, Christianity has been the 

dominant religious narrative in the region.  In the early days of Euro-American settlement, 

the religion was instrumental in tempering gambling and prostitution (Parker, 1981, p. 182).  

Various efforts have also been made to convert Paha Sapa’s Native people to the Christian 

faith, with some overt examples being a sustained missionary presence in the region 

(McClintock, 2000, pp. 281-282) and the curriculum of the Rapid City Indian School (Riney, 

1999, pp. 117, 147).  Campaigns of Native conversion in Paha Sapa and elsewhere have 

operated on the presumption that the Christian and Native conceptualizations of the 
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afterlife are irreconcilable, as Native beliefs often hold that the spirits of the dead reside on 

the earth, in the sky, or in the stars rather than in an abstract, alternate realm (J. Wade, 

2003; R. C. Ward, 1992, p. 801). While literal interpretations of Christian scripture have 

slightly fallen out of favor in South Dakota in the twenty-first century (Garrigan, 2009), a 

2014 Pew Research survey of a representative sample of adults throughout the state found 

that 77% believed in Heaven, while 64% believed in Hell (Pew Research Center, 2014). 

Widespread interpretations of religion may provide one explanation for anthropocentric 

norms, material culture, and practices evident in the Frontier Settlement and Tourism & 

Recreational Area cultural periods.  In the Frontier Settlement period, the predominant 

belief was that Earth’s resources existed to serve humanity indefinitely (Hitzhusen, 2007; L. 

H. Steffen, 1992).  This mindset influenced the value assigned to gold (Neihardt, 2014, p. 49), 

the extermination of plains bison populations (Records, 1997, pp. 73-74), and the 

deforestation of Paha Sapa’s old-growth woodlands (Nekola, 2018).  In contemporary Paha 

Sapa, resource extraction is not as wantonly exploitative, but many protection measures 

that are in-place seem to be motivated more by conservation than preservation (Black Hills 

and Badlands Tourism Association, 2020).  The anthropocentric notion of humans being 

separate from the rest of nature is also apparent in public perceptions of human evolution.  

In the same Pew survey cited earlier, 67% of respondents either believed that human beings 

have always existed in their present form (42%) or have evolved due to God’s design (25%; 

Pew Research Center, 2014). 

Another philosophical similarity between the two cultural periods has been the 

characterization of the West as a “frontier” or “wilderness”.  Such terms are relative, as they 

imply the existence of an alternative location more tame or civilized than the place they 

describe (Nash, 1967, pp. 1-7).  Following Paha Sapa’s transformation to a Frontier 

Settlement, Frederick Jackson Turner and Buffalo Bill Cody induced nostalgia for a time and 

place many had never experienced (White, 1994), and the region continues to capitalize on 

the frontier image today (1880 Train, 2020; Saloon #10, 2020).  During Paha Sapa’s transition 

to a Tourism & Recreational Area, Peter Norbeck and others engaged in the curious practice 

of broadcasting the self-sufficiency and freedom from urban life the region offered while 

simultaneously altering its environment to increase accessibility and sustained habitation (S. 

B. Julin, 2005; J. Y. Sundstrom, 1994).  While the establishment of the Black Elk Wilderness in 
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1980 was motivated by a desire to protect nature and honor the cultural significance of the 

region, I wonder how Hehaka Sapa himself would have viewed its designation.  It is likely 

that Black Elk, as well as most who inhabited Paha Sapa throughout the history of the Sacred 

Landscape, would have perceived the recently-manufactured dichotomy of “wilderness” and 

“civilization” (Nash, 1967, p. 57; J. Wade, 2003) as entirely foreign and nonsensical.  

Since the mid-nineteenth century, Paha Sapa has been widely perceived as a place in which 

rules observed elsewhere do not apply.  In the early years of the Frontier Settlement, lack of 

law enforcement and oversight were conducive to the development of a lawless locale, one 

of the most iconic in the history of the “Wild West” (Pechan & Groethe, 2005, p. 11; D. 

Smith, 2003).  Throughout the twentieth century, tourism development and other 

commemorative efforts romanticized rugged individualism, cementing its longevity within 

the region’s cultural character (City of Deadwood, 2013; L. Sundstrom, 2008).  In 

contemporary Paha Sapa, the notion of reduced accountability is still very much alive.  It is 

especially evident during the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally, in which many shed the restraints of 

political correctness (Austin et al., 2010) and speak openly of their support for racist and 

xenophobic leaders and policies (Groves, 2020a; Stock, 2020).  However, its most tragic 

impacts occur on the region’s Native reservations, where outsiders can commit crimes, 

particularly against women, with little fear of accountability (Cook, 2015; Willis, 2019). 

The oppression of Native people in the region during the Frontier Settlement and Tourism & 

Recreational Area cultural periods has not been limited to the actions of a few rogue 

citizens; it has also been directly facilitated at the systemic level.  During the transformation 

to the Frontier Settlement period, soldiers could commit violent acts under the protection of 

the state (Clow, 1986, pp. 233-236), and the government turned a blind eye to illegal 

settlement and lawlessness following the initial incursions of the Gordon Party in 1874 

(Aken, 1920; Lazarus, 1999, p. 78).  As Paha Sapa was transformed to a Tourism & 

Recreational Area, the US disregarded the concerns of displaced Native people (Spence, 

1999) and continued this pattern of negligence throughout the Native Civil Rights Movement 

(Churchill & Vander Wall, 2002, p. 62).  Today, systemic oppression continues as the federal 

government blocks legislation to protect women on reservations (Willis, 2019) and 

mandates the development of extractive industries on treaty-protected lands (Brave Bull 
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Allard, 2016).  Since my field work in 2018, several events have occurred that suggest the 

systemic oppression of Native people will only continue if left unchecked (See Section 6.3). 

6.2.3. Tourism & Recreational Area and Sacred Landscape 

The previous subsection paints a bleak picture of Paha Sapa’s contemporary culture, 

focusing on entrenched anthropocentrism and social exclusion.  However, it would be remiss 

of me not to describe the aspects of the region’s present that echo the characteristics of the 

Sacred Landscape and signify an emergent sense of collective consciousness in the region 

(Figure 6.4).  These were evident in several of my interviews, and, while they may not be as 

immediately apparent as the similarities shared with the Frontier Settlement, they are 

integral components of contemporary culture all the same. 

 

Figure 6.4: Defining similarities between the Sacred Landscape and Tourism & Recreational 
Area cultural periods of Paha Sapa. 

One principal similarity between the Sacred Landscape and contemporary Tourism & 

Recreational Area of Paha Sapa has been a degree of awareness regarding the vulnerability 

of the region’s ecological balance.  Before the arrival of Euro-American settlers in the region, 

this consciousness was essential to survival, and preservation of resources was especially 

important during times of adversity (L. Sundstrom, 2004, p. 12).  The people of the Sacred 

Landscape believed in a familial connection among all forms of life and the Earth itself 

(Sandoz, 2005, p. vii; Smaldone & Rossi, 2019), demonstrating their understanding of the 

interdependent nature of ecosystems.  Today, the exploitative philosophy of the Frontier 
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Settlement period is still very much alive (Graham et al., 2019; Tupper, 2019).  However, not 

all people perceive resources as limitless, and the value of protected areas is somewhat 

recognized on the systemic level.  My interviews also gave me hope that there are at least 

some in Paha Sapa who are cognizant of the environmental implications of human-induced 

climate change and entrenched materialism, despite what statistics on the region suggest (P. 

D. Howe et al., 2015). 

Another defining feature shared between contemporary culture and the Sacred Landscape is 

a familiarity with the intricacies of the land.  The distribution of stone tools and rock carvings 

in Paha Sapa indicates that Native people extensively navigated the interior of the range at 

various points throughout the millennia (Keyser & Davis, 1984; L. Sundstrom et al., 2002).  

When the first Euro-American settlers entered the region, they did not have access to this 

intergenerational knowledge, and thus needed to start from scratch in their relentless 

pursuit of resources (McClintock, 2000, pp. 27-28).  In the present, many individuals are once 

again familiar with the features and landmarks of Paha Sapa, though the way this awareness 

has been achieved is much less intimate and incremental.  A large network of paved roads 

make once-remote regions of the range easily accessible (United States Department of 

Agriculture Forest Service, 2020b), and detailed satellite imagery provides an unprecedented 

birds-eye view of Paha Sapa (Google Maps, 2020).  Feats of navigation that would have once 

required extensive understanding of the region can now be accomplished instantly by 

anyone through a brief series of clicks on a mobile device. 

In both the pre-colonial days of Paha Sapa and its present cultural period, people have 

associated profound meanings with certain places in the range.  While little is widely known 

about the oral histories of those who inhabited Paha Sapa in the Paleoindian and Archaic 

Periods, extensive stories and legends that have existed since (at least) the Plains Village 

cultural tradition consistently characterize Paha Sapa as a sacred place of power (Parks, 

1991; L. Sundstrom, 1996).  In contemporary Paha Sapa, many of the same places revered by 

Plains Village peoples have retained or developed new meanings as tourist attractions (See 

Section 5.2).  In places such as Bear Butte and Bear Lodge, Native legends have endured, 

though not in the absence of competing Euro-American interpretations (Forbes-Boyte, 1996; 

Stasiuk, 2012).  The various meanings associated with one place in particular – the mountain 
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once known as Thunkasila Sakpe and presently known as Mount Rushmore – are especially 

nuanced and complex, and I address these in detail in Chapter 7. 

Finally, both periods compared in this subsection have been characterized by some degree 

of intercultural dialogue that was notably absent from the Frontier Settlement period.  In the 

pre-colonial Sacred Landscape there is substantial evidence that knowledge and folklore was 

shared across tribes and language groups – a phenomenon Linea Sundstrom (1996) 

describes as “cross-cultural transference”.  During the transformation to a Tourism & 

Recreational Area, President Calvin Coolidge’s visit to Pine Ridge Reservation (Zimmer, 2017) 

and the dissemination of Black Elk’s message in various books and the Duhamel Sioux Indian 

Pageant (Neihardt, 2014; L. Sundstrom, 2008) signified a desire to promote and nurture 

intercultural understanding.  The fight for social and environmental empathy continued 

during the Native Civil Rights Movement (Banks & Erdoes, 2005), and has manifested in the 

present in the form of conversations on memorials/place names (Howard, 2016) and acts of 

solidarity such as the protest at Standing Rock (M. Smith, 2017).  Colonial sentiments and 

governance continue to hinder such efforts of cultural visibility and dialogue (Willis, 2019; 

See Section 6.3).  However, under ambitious future leadership, there is potential for them to 

increase in scope and translate to tangible systemic reforms. 

6.2.4. Timeless characteristics of Paha Sapa 

As I reflect on the similarities and differences between the past and present cultures of Paha 

Sapa, there are certain underlying elements I perceive as common across all three.  These 

characteristics, which could effectively be described as timeless in the context of Paha Sapa’s 

legacy, elicit a broader conversation on universal facets of human nature.  For all the 

variables that have influenced the Sacred Landscape, Frontier Settlement, and Tourism & 

Recreational Area, there are a few innate elements that seem to have remained constant.  

Throughout what is known of the region’s extensive human history, these unifying aspects of 

the human condition have taken center stage. 
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Figure 6.5: Common elements that have defined Paha Sapa’s culture throughout its 
extensive human history.   

One prominent characteristic shared between all three cultural periods described in this 

thesis has been the awe Paha Sapa’s environment has inspired in those who have 

experienced it.  In the pre-colonial Sacred Landscape, reverence for Paha Sapa and the 

various forms of life that shared the land permeated all aspects of life (Francois, 2007, p. 28 ; 

Sandoz, 2005, p. vii ; L. Sundstrom, 2004, pp. 26-27, 48-53).  The Frontier Settlement brought 

unprecedented anthropocentrism and alteration to the region, yet admiration for Paha 

Sapa’s environment endured.  In her controversial 1899 memoir, Annie Tallent described 

how seeing Paha Sapa for the first time encouraged her to reflect on her own “comparative 

insignificance and littleness”.  In her words, the range was “replete with all that is grand, 

sublime, and beautiful” (Tallent, 1899, p. 58).  While Paha Sapa has been substantially 

modified since Tallent and the Gordon Party first experienced it, many who visit the region 

today are still drawn to its unique landmarks, expansive vistas, and wildlife (S. B. Julin, 2005; 

South Dakota Game Fish & Parks, 2020a).  The more Paha Sapa is respected, the more it will 

continue to inspire wonder among future generations. 

Throughout Paha Sapa’s human history, one phrase has held true – “people like a good 

story”.  From the earliest rock carvings and paintings to the extant anecdotes of Falling Star 

and Bear Lodge (L. Sundstrom, 1996, 2004), it is clear that the people of the Sacred 

Landscape valued sharing the meanings they derived from the land with their peers and 
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progeny.  In the Frontier Settlement days, a new brand of storytelling romanticized Manifest 

Destiny and “the frontier” itself (Rathbun, 2001, p. 483), while immortalizing the 

personalities and exploits of figures such as Wild Bill Hickock and George Armstrong Custer 

(Connell, 1997; Dorsey & Harlow, 2003).  The Tourism & Recreational Area owes much of its 

commercial success to the persistence of these frontier tales (Deadwood History, 2020), as 

well as to Norbeck and Borglum’s efforts to embed the nation’s heritage within the region’s 

identity (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 142; Tupper, 2017b).  As Paha Sapa’s story continues to 

unfold, some elements of the present and recent past will ultimately be forgotten, while 

others may one day become the stuff of legend. 

Perhaps through a combination of its natural wonder and anecdotal allure, Paha Sapa has 

always been a place where people seek to satisfy their urges for adventure, self-

actualization, and freedom.  In the Sacred Landscape, explorers would venture into Paha 

Sapa’s mysterious interior, seeking inspiration from the range’s sacred geography on vision 

quests (Martínez, 2004, p. 86; Sherwood, 2016, pp. 125-128).  Frontier Settlement 

pathfinders and prospectors also engaged in intrepid journeys, uncovering hidden sources of 

wealth in a place they believed to be comparatively untamed (McClintock, 2000, pp. 23-24; 

Tallent, 1899, p. 12).  Finally, in the Tourism & Recreational Area, people travel from afar in 

search of the adventure Paha Sapa still offers.  These pilgrims of the present seek to relive 

Paha Sapa’s Frontier Settlement days via re-enactments and mine tours (Big Thunder Gold 

Mine, 2020; Saloon #10, 2020), and to experience its sacred natural state through outdoor 

pursuits in protected areas (Howard, 2016; Penry, 2013). 

In reflecting on the subject of adventure, I reminisce on what appealed the most to me 

personally when developing the field work plan for this project.  I was drawn to the prospect 

of living on the road in a place I had never been, and the allure of the unknown and 

unexpected.  Perhaps the desire for adventure is an inclination that, try as we might, human 

beings cannot fully repress.  It may be, as Carl Sagan famously articulated, a steadfast 

metaphysical remnant of our species’ nomadic past: 

“We were hunters and foragers. The frontier was everywhere. We were bounded 
only by the earth, and the ocean, and the sky.  For all its material advantages, the 
sedentary life has left us edgy, unfulfilled.  Even after 400 generations in villages and 
cities, we haven't forgotten. The open road still softly calls, like a nearly forgotten 
song of childhood.” (Sagan, 1997).  
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6.3. Recent Cultural Developments 

6.3.1. Recent Cultural Developments: Introduction 

As Paha Sapa enters a new era of human history defined by unprecedented mobility, social 

exposure, and environmental alteration, there are many lessons to be learned from 

evaluating the region’s past alongside its present.  If there is one point I wish to emphasize 

above all others in this thesis, it is the fact that culture is a dynamic process rather than a 

fixed state (Stephenson, Hopkins, et al., 2015).  Cultural changes are happening constantly, 

and while shifts to norms, material culture, and practices may sometimes be imperceptible, 

change is omnipresent and unavoidable all the same.  Since my return to Aotearoa, I have 

closely followed culturally significant events within and proximal to Paha Sapa, and there 

have been several occurrences to note.  These events serve as milestones in the next cultural 

transition, foreshadowing the future course of the region’s history. 

6.3.2. Significant Political Events in South Dakota 

In November of 2018, less than a month after I left Paha Sapa, U.S. Representative Kristi 

Noem was elected Governor of South Dakota.  Noem had built her candidacy on an 

unconditionally pro-Trump platform, despite unambiguously denouncing him during his 

presidential campaign (Kaczke, 2020b).  During her tenure as Governor, she has supported 

every aspect of his social and environmental agenda, including the abolition of gun-control 

measures (Kaczke, 2020c), the dismantling of women’s reproductive rights ("Noem slams US 

Supreme Court ruling on Louisiana abortion law," 2020), and the deregulation of resource 

extraction and pollution (Thebault, 2019), to name a few.  In 2019, as state officials in North 

and South Dakota including Noem continued to advocate for increased oil development, the 

KXL pipeline ruptured again, this time releasing 383,000 gallons near Edinburg, North Dakota 

(Rueb & Chokshi, 2019).   

The most high-profile news from Paha Sapa since my departure came in the year 2020, in 

the midst of the COVID-19 Pandemic.  On June 25th, 2020, on the 144th anniversary of the 

Battle of the Little Bighorn, South Dakota Republican Representative Dusty Johnson 

introduced the Mount Rushmore Protection Act to the U.S. House, which would inevitably 

prevent the renaming or altering of the Mount Rushmore National Memorial ("Mount 
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Rushmore Protection Act," 2020). Then, on the 3rd of July, President Donald Trump attended 

and spoke at the annual Independence Day Celebration at the monument.  Even before the 

event, Trump’s attendance ignited controversy for several reasons.  First and foremost, 

many argued that his past record of culturally divisive rhetoric and environmental disregard 

made his presence in a region scarred by environmental and cultural violence inappropriate 

to say the very least (Groves, 2020b).  In addition, he was encouraging a large gathering of 

his supporters, none of whom were required to wear face coverings, during a highly 

contagious global pandemic (Bellware, Dupree, & Kornfield, 2020).  Fireworks at the event, 

which had been banned in 2009 due to wildfire risk and harm to wildlife, were reinstated at 

Trump’s request (M. L. Kelly, 2020). 

The day of Trump’s visit finally came (Figure 6.6), and the president’s arrival was heralded by 

Air Force One flying above the monument to the tunes of AC/DC’s “Thunderstruck” and 

Guns N’ Roses’ “Sweet Child O’ Mine”.  In terms of divisive rhetoric and falsehoods, Trump’s 

speech certainly did not disappoint.  He began with the usual denouncement of broad 

attempts by the “radical left” to “wipe out history, defame heroes, erase values, and 

indoctrinate children” ("Mount Rushmore: Trump denounces 'cancel culture' at 4 July 

event," 2020).  He listed the exploits of each of the presidents on the mountain in expanding 

America’s size and influence, thus shaping it into the global superpower it perceives itself to 

be today. He then refined his focus to Paha Sapa and the West, speaking fondly of the 

United States “pursuing its Manifest Destiny” across the “uncharted wilderness”, and 

praising Andrew Jackson and Ulysses S. Grant as founders of a great nation.  Finally, he 

concluded with his prospects to retain the presidency in the 2020 election, assuring his 

supporters that the “best is yet to come” ("Remarks by President Trump at South Dakota’s 

2020 Mount Rushmore Fireworks Celebration | Keystone, South Dakota," 2020). 
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A. 

 

B.      C.      

       

Figure 6.6: [A] President Donald Trump poses for a photo upon his arrival at Mount 
Rushmore.  Source: (Millward, 2020) [B] South Dakota governor Kristi Noem delivers an 
address introducing Donald Trump and Secretary of the Interior, David Bernhardt. Source: 
Governor Kristi Noem on Twitter (2020). [C] Fireworks above the monument at the 2020 
Independence Day Celebration, for the first time since 2009.  Source: ("Photos: Mount 
Rushmore fireworks display and Trump speech," 2020). 
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Less than a month after Donald Trump’s high profile and controversial visit to the region, the 

80th Annual Sturgis Motorcycle Rally took place in Paha Sapa.  In advance of the Rally, 

disease experts throughout the country warned that it would not be safe to host the event 

at a time when COVID-19 cases in the United States were at record highs and rising (Knowles 

& Lati, 2020).  Despite these warnings, Governor Noem, joined by South Dakota Republicans 

Sen. John Thune and Rep. Dusty Johnson, pushed the Rally forward with no social distancing 

or mask requirements in place.  They argued that the event was a core economic mainstay of 

the state, and that South Dakota’s sparse population density served as a natural protection 

against the virus (Raposa, 2020).  However, in September, the Institute of Labor Economics 

released a scientific report with evidence that the Rally had indeed been a “super-spreader” 

event, leading to an estimated 250,000 new cases of COVID-19 and a public health cost of 

approximately 12 billion U.S. Dollars.  Furthermore, the report alleged that the lack of local 

and state-wide protection measures had facilitated the spread (Dhaval, Friedson, McNichols, 

& Sabia, 2020).  Gov. Noem has refused to accept these findings, dismissing the report as 

“fiction” and “an attack on personal freedom” (Raposa, 2020). 

6.3.3. Developments in Native Affairs 

In the time since my return, there have also been several significant developments regarding 

the affairs of Native people within the region of Paha Sapa and throughout the country.  

Over forty years after the passage of the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA), its protections are 

now more threatened than ever.  In 2019, a wealthy Evangelical couple in Fort Worth, Texas, 

who had succeeded in unconstitutionally adopting a 10-month old Diné/Cherokee boy in 

2017, sued the U.S. Department of the Interior to also adopt the boy’s younger half-sister 

(Mabie, 2020).  The couple were joined in their lawsuit by the States of Texas and Louisiana, 

as well as by the Goldwater Institute, a prominent conservative think-tank.  The case will be 

heard by the United States Supreme Court, and if ICWA were overturned in their ruling, it 

would effectively revert national policy on Native child welfare to the pre-1978 Adoption Era 

(Asgarian, 2020).  In the time it takes for this thesis to be reviewed, the United States 

Government may mandate that children can once again be taken from their homes on the 

basis of culturally biased criteria such as financial wealth and number of family members 

living under the same roof. 
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Native people have also featured in news relating to the COVID-19 pandemic.  While many 

state and local leaders in South Dakota have taken a largely hands-off approach to COVID-19 

protections (McGreal, 2020), a very different philosophy has manifested within the state’s 

Native reservations.  Tribal leaders, aware that many of their citizens lack access to quality 

healthcare, issued a range of lockdowns, stay-at-home orders, and curfews on their 

respective reservations (Romo, 2020).  The Cheyenne River and Oglala Sioux Tribes (who 

manage the Cheyenne River and Pine Ridge Reservations, respectively), took protective 

measures a step further, establishing checkpoints on major roads leading into the 

reservations (Figure 6.7).  However, in May, Governor Noem threatened to take legal action 

and have the checkpoints removed (Romo, 2020).  The Tribes rejected her authority to do 

so, triggering a standoff between the Tribal and state governments.  As of September, Noem 

had allied with Donald Trump and the U.S. Department of Justice to intervene, but the tribes 

had sued the Department of Justice in response, and the checkpoints remained active 

(Kaczke, 2020a). 

 

Figure 6.7: A COVID-19 Checkpoint on a road running through the Cheyenne River 
Reservation in Northern South Dakota. Source: Sidner, Perrot, Moshtaghian, and Cullinane 
(2020). 

Perhaps the greatest threat to Paha Sapa’s environment looms on the horizon.  The Dewey-

Burdock Uranium mine, proposed to be built in the Southern Hills near Edgemont, would 

span 10,600 acres, and “would suck up as much as 8,500 gallons of groundwater per minute 

from the Inyan Kara aquifer to extract as much as 10 million pounds of ore in total” (Friedler, 
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2020).  Edgemont was the site of over 150 uranium mines from 1951, and these were shut 

down in 1973 when significant contamination to the Cheyenne River, upstream from Pine 

Ridge Reservation, was discovered.  The Dewey-Burdock Mine, managed by the Canadian-

owned corporation Powertech, would be the first uranium extraction operation in the region 

since this shutdown.  While the United States allegedly has ample supplies of the mineral in 

reserve, The Trump Administration’s 2021 budget has allocated $150 million to create a new 

reserve of domestically mined uranium (Gardner, 2020).  As Native people in the region 

engage in an ongoing legal battle to protect the land and habitats for life, Powertech has 

surged forward in the permitting process, capitalizing on a presidential administration “bent 

on deregulation” (Friedler, 2020). 

In spite of the ongoing attacks on Native people and the land itself, there have been two 

substantial legal victories for Native people in the year 2020, and these rulings were 

publicized within three days of each other.  First, on July 6th, a federal judge ruled that the 

construction of the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) had circumvented the requisite 

environmental review process, and that the Army Corps of Engineers had approved permits 

unlawfully and with undue cultural impact.  The court ordered the halt of oil and emptying of 

the pipeline, and a thirteen-month comprehensive review on its environmental and cultural 

effects began (Wamsley, 2020a).   

On July 9th, The Supreme Court of the United States ruled in a landmark 5-4 decision that the 

United States Government had violated several treaties with the Muscogee, Cherokee, 

Chickasaw, Choctaw, and Seminole Nations.  For historical reference, these Nations had 

settled in present-day Oklahoma after they were displaced from their homelands to the East 

and South by the Indian Removal Act and travelled on the Trail of Tears (See Section 4.3).  

Their ruling mandated that most of Eastern Oklahoma (around half the total area of the 

state) would be contained within newly established Native reservation boundaries 

(Wamsley, 2020b).  While this decision did not pertain directly to the Native people in the 

region of Paha Sapa, it established an important precedent, suggesting that the land claim 

laid out in the Treaties of Fort Laramie, and affirmed by the 1980 Supreme Court Decision, 

may one day be revisited (Estes, 2020).  However, the recent death of Supreme Court Justice 

Ruth Bader Ginsburg, and unilateral appointment of Amy Coney Barrett (Kirchgaessner, 

2020), threatens to obstruct or reverse progress on this front. 
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6.4. Final Reflections on the Present 

As I write this section in a time of great uncertainty, weeks after the 2020 Presidential 

Election, I am left with an ambivalent feeling regarding the future of my home country and 

of a region to which I have developed a deep attachment.  With COVID cases at an all-time 

high and climbing throughout the United States ("U.S. Hits New Coronavirus Case Record for 

Third Straight Day," 2020), I am told I should be relieved to be living in Aotearoa, where 

active leadership and geographic isolation have been instrumental in stamping out the virus, 

at least for now.  I also know I should feel some level of hope that the United States rejected 

overt fascism and ecocide in favor of the tried-and-tested model of capitalist oligarchy, and 

yet my overall feelings of the nation’s trajectory have not changed.  This is a time not for 

celebration but for introspection, and yet the weeds of complacency have firmly taken root. 

The results of the recent electoral contests have revealed that most people in the state of 

South Dakota remain committed to environmental disregard, social exclusion, and religious 

fundamentalism ("Election 2020: South Dakota," 2020).  This trend is even more pronounced 

in Paha Sapa specifically, as Donald Trump’s appearance at Mount Rushmore in July appears 

to have further emboldened his base in the region.  Noem, Johnson, and Thule will continue 

to advance an agenda based in greed and hubris, and future generations in Paha Sapa will 

face the consequences of their shortsightedness.  The culmination of all I have read of Paha 

Sapa’s history and of my personal experience of people and place can be summarized in one 

phrase: “This cannot continue”.  In the following chapter, I describe the core messages I 

have aimed to communicate in this thesis and speculate on the futures that may arise from 

decisions made in this critical moment.
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7.1. The Road So Far 

7.1.1. Revisiting Thesis Questions, Aims, and Contributions 

As this thesis approaches its conclusion and the final messages I wish to convey, I would like 

to review the territory covered thus far – how I have approached and addressed each of my 

research questions and the contributions to the literature this work represents: 

The first question I explored in my research pertained to the environmental history of Paha 

Sapa’s past.  I was interested to understand how humans have interacted with the natural 

environment at various points in time, and what factors were most instrumental in initiating 

and sustaining trends of cultural change.  In Chapter 4, I employed the Cultures Framework 

to understand Paha Sapa’s pre-colonial history, which I referred to collectively as the “Sacred 

Landscape” cultural period.  I then analyzed the violent physical and metaphysical 

transformation to a “Frontier Settlement”, the resulting cultural period, and the region’s 

subsequent transition to a “Tourism & Recreational Area”.  The material presented in this 

chapter represents two novel contributions to the literature.  It is, as far as I can ascertain, 

the first single piece of writing to analyze the entire known human history of Paha Sapa 

under a single framework.  Similarly, it is a novel application of the Cultures Framework to 

analyze the norms, material culture, and practices of non-contemporary cultures. 

My second research question related to the contemporary culture of Paha Sapa – more 

specifically the aspects of culture that presently define humans’ relationship with the 

environment and with the region’s complex history.  In Chapter 5, I approached this question 

by first performing and presenting research about contemporary Paha Sapa, then analyzing 

the perspectives locals, visitors, seasonal workers, and students in the region provided in 

semi-structured interviews.  These insights collectively highlighted the various ideologies and 

interests acting upon specific elements of culture and underscored the existence of 

disparate spheres of reality in the region.  The material presented in this chapter represents 

a novel contribution to the inherently advocative field of environmental history, as it applies 

social research methods in the field to understand Paha Sapa’s current state as a snapshot of 

its ongoing cultural progression.  Several of the themes highlighted in this chapter pertain to 

the second two points of Worster’s guide on environmental history methodology – humans’ 
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physical interactions with their environment and the philosophies that inform their 

approaches to it (Worster, 1988, p. 293). 

The first component of my third and final research question pertained to the fundamental 

characteristics of Paha Sapa’s cultural legacy, and what lessons could be learned by 

examining them collectively.  Approaching this question required taking a step back from 

specific cultural periods to reflect upon “big picture” messages, and thus I included it in 

Chapter 6 – the “discussion” chapter of the thesis. I conducted and presented a comparative 

cultural analysis in which I highlighted key areas of commonality between cultural periods.  I 

then shared significant political actors, events, and developments that have shaped the 

region since the conclusion of my field work.  Finally, I provided my perspective on recent 

events, articulating my concern for what I see as a volatile and precarious contemporary 

state. This is the first time the Cultures Framework has been utilized to explore commonality 

and divergence between cultures, within or between locales. 

7.1.2. Approaching a Cultural Crossroads 

Throughout this examination and analysis of the region’s past and present, there is one 

research question that remains unanswered.  The second component of my third research 

question is, put simply: “Where does Paha Sapa go from here?”.  I do not presume to know 

the future of the region, yet as I reflect upon my time in Paha Sapa and the events that have 

occurred in the years since, I am increasingly convinced that the present is a pivotal time in 

the region’s history, at which key choices must be made.  An image of a crossroads comes to 

mind, with multiple potential paths upon which the next step can be taken.  There will 

inevitably be cultural change in Paha Sapa, though the defining characteristics of cultural 

period(s) ahead remain undecided (Figure 7.1).  In the following section (7.2), I present two 

future scenarios, both of which are hypothetical and focused on how cultural elements of 

Paha Sapa’s past and present may progress in the future.  My intent in presenting these 

projections is not to assert that the choice between them is binary, but to stimulate thought 

and discussion on the futures that may arise from collective choices in the present.  



CHAPTER 7: A CULTURAL CROSSROADS   289 
 

 

Figure 7.1: What does the future hold for Paha Sapa? 

7.2. Futures of Paha Sapa 

7.2.1. The “New Wild West” 

Throughout my life, I have always enjoyed the genre of dystopian fiction in literature and 

film.  Dystopian narratives are, at their core, cautionary tales that encourage us to expand 

our imaginings of what is possible, and to recognize our agency in shaping the future.  The 

scenario I present here (which, in my view, is dystopian, though some may disagree) is not 

set in the far future on a planet overrun by apes, or in the immediate aftermath of an 

uprising of artificial intelligence.  Rather, it is based upon events that have already begun, 

and therefore does not require much imagination to envision.  Writing this section does not 

feel like an exercise in creative abstraction, but rather like the accounting of a story that will 

come to pass if social and environmental compassion does not take center-stage.  This is the 

“New Wild West” – a culture which, like the Frontier Settlement Era of Paha Sapa’s past, 

offers an escape from conscience and collective responsibility. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

The year is 2030, and all is not quiet on the Western Front.  The United States of America has 

lost much of its sway on the world stage, leaving a void that China and Russia have 

aggressively expanded their influence to fill.  Within the once-proud nation, divisions of race 

and class have become increasingly entrenched, and access to healthcare and quality 

education are even more exclusive to the wealthier social echelons.  Civil unrest is growing 
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as those in power continue to silence demands for racial and economic justice.  

Environmental protections have been almost entirely eroded, and working-class people 

compete for scraps while the rich continue to exponentially expand their wealth.  Gun sales 

have skyrocketed as a growing number of citizens justify arming themselves for the violent 

conflict many believe is inevitable.  If the United States could ever have been called such un-

ironically, those days are a distant memory. 

There are many still alive in this age who fondly recall a time when no one was forcing them 

to worry about the problems of the world.  The way some see it, everything started getting 

worse around the time they heard women demanding equal pay and the González family 

moved in down-the-street.  They hear on their televisions that refugees from the Pacific 

Islands, displaced by intensifying tropical storms, will soon arrive in their neighborhoods.  

The liberals keep saying this is because of global warming, but if that were true, then why 

was last winter really cold?  Even if this climate change stuff was real, why should they listen 

to Leonardo DiCaprio preach at them from the bow of his 6-million-dollar yacht, or to the 

same people who want to dismantle the police force that has always protected their 

communities?  In this time of great uncertainty, of constant persistence of political 

correctness and “inconvenient truths”, at least they know that all they need to do to escape 

it all is to load the motorcycles into the RV and ride out West.  There, they will find a magical 

land where all is fair in their eyes, and America is great once again.   

The drive has been long, but as they see the billboards for the Gutzon Borglum Museum and 

the Akela Spa, they know they are getting closer.  Finally, their RV arrives in the pine-clad 

hills they had started visiting years ago for the Sturgis Rally (and haven’t missed a year 

since).  This time, though, would be special.  Junior, Eric, and Ivanka would be speaking to 

the crowd tomorrow, and they would have their MAGA hats and American flags at the 

ready.  Donald passed away a few years ago, but in the Black Hills, his legacy is still very 

much alive.  Mary dons the Confederate Flag shirt she bought in Keystone, and John at the 

next campsite over tells his wide-eyed grandchildren the extravagant story about the time 

he met the man himself at Mar-a-Lago.  As the hum of the highway and the crack of a can of 

Bud Light fills the air, they can finally breathe a sigh of relief, as for now, at least, they are 

safe.  There is no disease or climate change here - no one trying to take what they have.  

While their trip may be over soon, they will always have the objects they acquired by which 
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to remember it – a coffee mug from the Mount Rushmore gift shop, some “Bikers for 

Trump” bumper stickers, and a figurine of Jesus on the cross, cast in beautiful Black Hills 

Gold. 

While, for some, this land may be a paradise, it is not the case for everyone.  The once-

sacred Paha Sapa is littered with styrofoam cups, and its rivers are poisoned by the caustic 

byproducts of uranium mining.  Those descended from the region’s inhabitants in a bygone 

era are rarely seen, but when they are, most either fear or pity them.  Each year, more 

Native women are kidnapped or killed than the year before, but one would never know it, as 

the statistics remain undocumented.  The protections that ICWA once offered have been 

entirely stripped away, and Native children are taught in their new homes to shun their 

culture and despise their ancestors.  Those who are “lucky” enough to survive to adulthood 

on the reservation, dodging adoption and the temptation of suicide, must also resist the 

euphoric reprieve offered by heroin and methamphetamine.  Any attempts made by Tribal 

leaders or activists to alleviate the burdens faced in their communities are quickly stamped 

out by the state’s Governor, whose actions the federal government either ignores or 

explicitly endorses.  In the absence of dialogue and exposure, campaigns of orchestrated 

genocide, set in motion hundreds of years ago, continue unabated. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

While some aspects of this future may seem hyperbolic or far-fetched, perhaps the most 

unrealistic aspect of the scenario is the date at the start – my naïve estimate that it will not 

occur until ten years from now.  If critical and urgent action is not taken, Paha Sapa will 

solidify its status as a stronghold of American fascism – a bastion of social and environmental 

psychopathy disguised as individual freedom – where true savagery is on full display. 

7.2.2. Awakening the Sacred 

7.2.2.1. Awakening the Sacred: Introduction 

If a future of nationalism and white supremacy in Paha Sapa sounds unappealing, the good 

news is that there is hope to avoid it.  Throughout my time in the region, especially in the 

first few months, I found myself standing in its populated areas, disgusted at the widespread 

attempts to manufacture nostalgia for an era that never existed in the way it is portrayed.  
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However, I was fortunate to meet several individuals, some of whom I interviewed and some 

I did not, who shared a similar disillusionment in the apparent priorities of government and 

industry in the region.  With their advice, and through immersing myself in the place, I 

glimpsed something beneath the surface and began to believe in what the place could be. 

Throughout this thesis, I have employed the Cultures Framework to tell the story of the land 

in the past and present.  However, one aspect of the Framework I have not yet utilized is its 

final, and most important, objective – the identification of specific measures of intervention, 

focused in key areas, to achieve desired cultural shifts (Stephenson, Barton, et al., 2015; 

Stephenson et al., 2010).  I ask you to join me as I use the Framework one final time to 

highlight crucial points at which to strategically apply pressure.  The desired outcome?  To 

remind those who have the privilege of experiencing Paha Sapa of what it has been for all 

but a blip of its history – a sacred place of inspiration. 

7.2.2.2. Systemic and Individual-level Changes 

The primary measures toward building a more socially just and equitable Paha Sapa must 

take place in the form of ambitious policy changes within core institutions.  Currently, there 

are no provisions to ensure Native representation on the state level in South Dakota.  In 

Aotearoa, there are a number of seats in the nation’s parliament that must be held by 

people of Māori cultural heritage (Early New Zealand Statutes, 1867).  A similar system 

implemented in South Dakota, in which a number of voting positions in the State House and 

Senate must be reserved for people of Native (specifically Arikara, Mandan, Hidatsa, Kiowa, 

Kiowa-Apache, Arapaho, Cheyenne, Suhtai, Crow, and/or Oceti Sakowin) cultural heritage 

would aid in amplifying Native voices beyond the reservation.  Alongside representation in 

government, Native studies courses should also be implemented in public schools 

throughout the state.  These courses would focus on the specific history of the region, and 

spend ample time discussing the critical time period between The American Civil War and 

World War I. 

On the policy level in Paha Sapa and the surrounding region, urgent environmental reforms 

are also needed.  All resource extraction and transportation through treaty-protected lands, 

including, but not limited to, the entirety of Paha Sapa, should be terminated immediately.  

This includes gold, coal, and uranium mining, and the sale of products from these practices 
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(e.g. “Black Hills Gold” to tourists).  Timber extraction on forestry lands can continue, but 

only if it is found to be sustainable after thorough environmental review.  Tourism 

development should also be regulated, especially concerning sites of cultural importance. 

Science-based environmental education should also be integrated into schools, stressing the 

urgency of the climate crisis and offering hands-on experience with sustainable skills such as 

food-growing and tree-planting.  Honoring the broken Treaties of Fort Laramie will involve 

more than return of possession of land – it must be a holistic effort that restores the spirit of 

the Sacred Landscape. 

While it is important to envision the macro-level systemic changes that could facilitate a 

more just and equitable future in Paha Sapa, such reforms face a range of barriers – 

foremost among which is the current leadership of the state of South Dakota.  Concerning 

micro-scale, individual level efforts, perhaps the most important contribution an individual 

can make is to vote in defense of people and the environment, even if the outcome seems 

assured.  In addition to voting, residents of Paha Sapa can share their knowledge of the 

environment with visitors and seasonal workers.  They can demand change on the local 

level, and rally against environmental degradation and/or cultural discrimination.  Visitors 

can also make conscious choices in the region, such as supporting tourism initiatives that 

empower, rather than further marginalize, Native people, non-human forms of life, and the 

land itself. 

7.2.2.3. Symbolic Efforts of Sacred Reclamation 

In addition to the restructuring of societal systems and individual-level changes in Paha Sapa, 

there are also a range of symbolic measures that could be implemented to bolster Paha 

Sapa’s environmental and cultural transformation.  Before outlining my vision for these 

efforts, I must preface them by stating, in no uncertain terms, that these measures must not 

be implemented alone.  In the absence of tangible reforms (some, but not all, ideas for 

which are outlined in previous paragraphs), these gestures will ring hollow, and achieve the 

opposite aim than their intention.  However, if implemented alongside or following true acts 

of reconciliation, they could powerfully forge ecocentrism and empathy as core 

characteristics of Paha Sapa’s future – pillars not easily eroded with the passage of time. 
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Work is already underway to decolonize Paha Sapa by revisiting historical monuments and 

place names, an example of cultural reclamation (Hendry, 2005).  Recent examples of such 

efforts include the renaming of Harney Peak to Black Elk Peak (Howard, 2016) and the 

removal of Annie Tallent’s name from an elementary school in Rapid City (Collins, 2007).  As 

the conversation around commemoration develops in Paha Sapa and throughout the nation, 

there exists an opportunity to evaluate historical recollection and increase representation 

for groups that have been and are currently marginalized – a core theme of social and 

environmental justice in tourism destinations (Bramwell & Lane, 2008; Jamal & Camargo, 

2018; Mihai, 2016, p. 167).   While some monuments should undoubtedly come down, and 

some places be renamed, each place and monument is entitled to a nuanced discussion.  

Guilt should not be immediately presumed, and historical figures should not be held to a 

standard to which we as a collective do not wish to be subjected. 

Within the past three years, certain tourism destinations throughout the world have 

employed bold visions to integrate foundational values in the tourism sector through the 

dissemination of “pledges” that each visitor is encouraged to take.  For instance, the 

Icelandic and Palau pledges inform visitors of the value locals place on the natural 

environment and ask them to behave in accordance with environmental and cultural 

preservation (Inspired by Iceland, 2019; Palau Pledge, 2019).  In Aotearoa, the fledgling Tiaki 

Promise is a similar initiative which highlights the nation’s Māori heritage alongside a 

commitment to preserve environments (Tiaki New Zealand, 2019).  Such a measure 

implemented in Paha Sapa could aid in both establishing Native stake in the region’s tourism 

industry and informing visitors of the spiritual significance of the environment.  As much of 

tourism in the region relies on outdoor and nature-related activities, a Pledge of Paha Sapa 

could also ensure the longevity of the industry’s economic prospects. 

The elephant in the room in conversations of representation and historical interpretation in 

Paha Sapa is the place presently known as Mount Rushmore – the cornerstone of the 

region’s tourism sector and a monument to cultural exclusion and anthropocentrism.  Calls 

to remove the faces from the mountain have grown in the wake of Trump’s divisive visit, and 

this position is now openly supported by some tribal leaders (Asmelash, 2020), as well as 

Gutzon Borglum’s great-granddaughter (K. Ford, 2020).  Campaigns of removal have largely 

focused on the harm the monument causes to Native communities, and choice words and 
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deeds of the four presidents, which, by today’s standards, would be widely considered racist 

and condemnable (Carley, 1976, p. 65; Martínez, 2013; Scahill, 2020; Way, 2016).  If Mount 

Rushmore continues to be used as an explicit platform for white supremacy as it has for 

many years (including this one), its future will be jeopardized as calls for its removal grow 

louder and become more justified. 

I have critically evaluated my stance on the monument numerous times throughout the past 

three years, and my perspective has grown through dialogue with people in the region and 

research on Paha Sapa’s history.  As much as I would like to offer a simple solution, I do not 

believe that one exists, and to pretend otherwise would be against my principles.  Here I 

have attempted to outline the rationale for my current stance, although it is not, for lack of a 

better phrase, set in stone.  First, I understand the sentiment to remove the monument.   I 

see the sustained harm it causes to Native communities throughout the nation and 

especially in the region.  While I am not part of these communities myself, the injustice that 

has been done to Native people and the environment in the American West makes me sick 

to my stomach, and I strongly believe that the carving of Thunkasila Sakpe was a crime 

against nature that never should have been committed. 

However, this is a subject that is bigger than me, and I recognize that not everyone sees the 

same thing I do when they look at the faces on the mountain.  There are many who admire 

the “good” ideals that each of the men on the mountain embodied in spite of their individual 

flaws or condemnable actions.  To them, the four presidents (from left to right) represent 

leadership, scholarship, stewardship, and liberty, and children are taught from a young age 

to draw positive inspiration from them and envision what the nation could be.  Unlike a 

statue, the faces cannot simply be taken down, nor can they be forcibly erased without 

further defacing the land.  If the monument were removed tomorrow, by sandblasting or 

some other destructive method, many individuals throughout the nation would not 

understand such an action, and therefore would not see it as just or nuanced.  Well-meaning 

people would be forced to the extremes, and a fair number would succumb to the fears of a 

culture war that have existed for generations and that Trump and his ilk have recently 

amplified and reanimated.  The rift between Native and Euro-American people in the region 

would grow even wider, and, in the end, no one would “win”. 
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In light of these reflections, I believe a compromise is possible.  If I had any say over the 

future of the monument, I would immediately defer to Native people who were willing to be 

involved in the decision-making process regarding avenues of interpretation.  This action 

would be not be without precedent.  Gerard Baker worked toward this goal in his time as 

superintendent (Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 303), and Benjamin Black Elk (Figure 7.2) 

dedicated 27 years of his life to spreading a message of unity and peace at the monument 

(Reed & Wallace, 2016, p. 291).  However, even before Ben Black Elk’s time, and before 

Borglum’s carvings, people would visit the mountain to seek guidance from the Thunkasila 

Sakpe (Gardella, 2013).  In what seems to be more than coincidence, the aspiration to 

greater ideals is still embedded within the spirit of the mountain today.  With the proper 

leadership and vision, it could again become a place of healing instead of division – of 

empathy rather than exclusion.  Following and alongside tangible social and environmental 

reforms in the region, the name of the monument could at last be revisited to reflect its 

redeemed purpose.  Grandfathers Mountain would be a place where all may go to learn 

from those who came before us, and where past, present, and future coalesce.  Finally, 

when humanity has evolved the consciousness to embrace each other and our planet, the 

day may come to symbolically cease maintaining the faces, returning the mountain to the 

sacred Paha Sapa and laying the American obsession with the individual to rest. 

 

Figure 7.2: Benjamin Black Elk speaks with a visiting family in 1965.  Source: Reed and 
Wallace (2016, p. 290). 
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7.3. Conclusion 

If the path toward justice is taken on the Cultural Crossroads, the Sacred Landscape of the 

future will look very different from that of the past, just as it has adopted various 

appearances throughout its thirteen-thousand-year human history and the 1.8 billion years 

before that.   In the next chapter of its story, Paha Sapa could become an environment 

defined by sustainability and ecocentrism, and by systems that reflect intercultural 

compassion and understanding.  Attaining this state will inevitably involve discomfort and 

vulnerability, as positive collective change requires acknowledgement of the region’s, and 

nation’s, flaws.  Against all odds, I dream of a day when racism is finally consigned to this 

land’s history, and when anthropocentrism is acknowledged to be cut from the same cloth.  I 

know in my heart that Paha Sapa could be the place where this movement begins – Ground 

Zero for a spiritual awakening and an epicenter from which the shockwaves of change would 

emanate.   

Grandfathers’ Mountain towers above the surrounding hills, awaiting the opportunity to 

convey its hidden truth.  It is a font not of pride, but of humility – an imperfect thing telling 

the story of an imperfect nation that has tried, with varying degrees of effort and success, to 

stand for something.  This work is never done – ideals are fragile and fleeting, and when we 

are fortunate enough to glimpse them, they must be vigilantly defended, yet never owned or 

assumed.  For alongside its important lesson of humility, the mountain bears a dire warning, 

admonishing us that it will commemorate our legacy regardless of the steps we take on the 

diverging paths ahead.  If we continue to embrace the illusion of self – of person, family, 

race, nation, and of species – there will be no better an epitaph to humanity than our 

reflections entombed in the granite – stubborn, uncompromising, and frozen in perpetual 

individuality. 

Faces of stone, with blind eyes ever fixed upon the rising sun. 
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Appendix A: University of Otago Ethics Application 

 

UNIVERSITY OF OTAGO HUMAN ETHICS COMMITTEE 

APPLICATION FORM: CATEGORY A 

Form updated: July 2017 

Please ensure you are using the latest application form template available from: 

http://www.otago.ac.nz/council/committees/committees/HumanEthicsCommittees.html and read the 

instruction documents provided (Guidelines for Ethical Practices in Teaching and Research and Filling 

Out Your Human Ethics Application). 

 
1. University of Otago staff member responsible for project:  

Surname  First Name Title (Mr/Ms/Mrs/Dr/Assoc. Prof./Prof.) 

 

Higham           James   Professor 

 

2. Department/School: 

Department of Tourism 

Centre for Sustainability 

 

3. Contact details of staff member responsible (always include your email address): 

james.higham@otago.ac.nz 

 

4. Title of project: 

“Breaking the ‘Eco-Echo Chamber’: Perceptions of anthropogenic climate change (ACC) 

within vulnerable US communities and sovereign entities” 

 

5. Indicate project type and names of other investigators and students:  

Staff Co-investigators   Names:  

 

Student Researchers        Names:  

Level of Study (PhD, Masters, Hons):  

1 

1 

Assoc. Prof. Janet Stephenson 

William Stovall 

PhD 

http://www.otago.ac.nz/council/committees/committees/HumanEthicsCommittees.html
mailto:james.higham@otago.ac.nz
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External Researchers  Names: 

Institute/Company: 

6. Is this a repeated class teaching activity? (Delete answer that does not apply) 

NO 

 If YES and this application is to continue a previously approved repeated class teaching activity, 

provide Reference Number:  

7. Fast-Track procedure (Delete answer that does not apply) 

NO 

 If YES, provide a robust justification on the need for urgency: 

8. When will recruitment and data collection commence? 

Recruitment will commence upon receipt of ethics approval. 

Data collection will take place between 1 April 2018 and 1 October 2018. 

What is the planned conclusion date of the study? 

1 June 2020 

9. Funding of project 

 Is the project to be funded by an external grant? 

NO 

If commercial use will be made of the data, will potential participants be made aware of this 

before they agree to participate? If not, explain: 

Data will not be used to serve a commercial purpose. 

 

10. Brief description in lay terms of the purpose of the project (approx. 75 words):  

Recent disasters exacerbated by anthropogenic climate change (ACC) and its causal 
industries (e.g. fossil fuel extraction, aviation) have profoundly impacted certain 
communities and sovereign entities within the United States of America.  Through his 
research, the PhD candidate (Will Stovall) aims to critically explore ACC-related perceptions 
held and mitigation efforts exercised by members of the public within two geographic 

0  
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regions in the United States that are vulnerable to ACC and/or its associated industries (see 
following section).  

11. Aim and description of project:  

Attitudes toward ACC and actions of adaptation and mitigation within communities are 
influenced by social norms, material culture, and habitual practice.  The interactions 
between these factors can be characterised as the socio-technical cultures of individuals or 
organisations (e.g. institutions and multi-individual entities), and this relationship is outlined 
in detail in the Energy Cultures Framework (hereafter ECF), a theoretical approach pioneered 
by project supervisor Assoc. Prof. Janet Stephenson (Stephenson, Barton, et al., 2015; 
Stephenson et al., 2010).  

Within the United States of America, recent climate-change-exacerbated events such as 
drought and flooding have underlined the need for improved community-level resilience, 
acknowledgement of future risk, and ultimately for changes in sociotechnical cultures that 
give rise to high GHG emissions.  In past studies, the ECF has been applied to understand 
belief and lifestyle drivers relating to energy use and transport within communities in New 
Zealand (e.g. R. Ford et al., 2017; Hopkins & Stephenson, 2016; Lawson & Williams, 2012), 
and has much potential to be implemented in a US context.  The principal aims of this 
project are to (i) employ the ECF to understand the factors that act upon individuals’ and 
systems’ beliefs and decision-making and (ii) apply the study’s conclusions to inform 
outreach strategies that encourage behavioural change to reflect greater ACC awareness. 

Through field work in April – September 2018, PhD candidate Will Stovall will perform a 
series of open-ended, semi-structured interviews with members of the public in two climate-
vulnerable geographic areas in the US:  Coastal (south-eastern) Texas and the Dakotas (Fig. 
1).  Climate change poses region-specific hazards to the personal health and safety of 
individuals, and the long-term resilience of communities and sovereign entities, within each 
region: 

Coastal Texas faces climate risk in the form of sea level rise and storm 
surge, and the recent hurricane season was one of the most impactful in 
US history. However, socioeconomically disproportionate disaster relief 
efforts continue to negatively impact community-wide disaster 
preparedness. 

The Dakotas are increasingly affected by drought, and several counties 
experienced record droughts in 2017. Parts of this study region are also 
frequently impacted by flooding.  The Missouri River, which serves as the 
primary water source for over 18 million people, is also threatened by 
ruptures of the recently constructed and internationally controversial 
Keystone XL and Dakota Access oil pipelines. 

This study will explore what influence, if any, proximity to climate risk and ACC-associated 
industries exerts on individuals’ and communities’ and sovereign entities’ energy and 
transport cultures.  In both study regions, Will also aims to explore the relationship between 
these proximate everyday cultures, and the perceptions of more distant threats.  In 
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particular, he will evaluate the degree to which participants’ perceptions of threats that can 
affect their everyday lives differ from their views on ACC-related phenomena across the 
globe which may be abstract to them (e.g. climate impact in third-world nations).  He aims to 
extend this objective to perceptions of industry responsibility, and in doing so, identify 
whether study participants view high-profile ACC-contributing entities in their immediate 
vicinity (e.g. fossil fuel extraction/refinement) as more impactful than lower-profile 
international ACC-contributing industries (e.g. aviation, import/export market). 

Will also wishes to explore the following research objectives specific to each study region: 

Coastal Texas: In the Coastal Texas Study Region, he is especially interested in 
whether Hurricane Harvey has influenced the attitudes held by those who 
may have previously denied the existence or scale of ACC, and whether ACC 
awareness is reflected in business decisions and local/state governmental 
policy.  He intends to visit three impacted cities within this study region:  
Houston, Galveston, and Corpus Christi/Rockport (Fig. 2, A). 

Dakotas: In the Dakotas Study Region, he aims to conceptualise ACC-related 
perceptions held among members of the Standing Rock and Pine Ridge LDN 
Tribes, who were vocal in protest of the Keystone and Dakota Access Pipelines 
(see Native American Research Considerations, pages 11-12).  He also intends 
to visit Rapid City, a popular tourist destination in southwest South Dakota.  
Rapid City faces risk from both drought and flooding, and Will aims to 
conceptualise experiences, lifestyle choices, and industry perceptions among 
residents of this community. When near Rapid City, Will plans to visit the 
Mount Rushmore National Memorial (traditionally known as Six Grandfathers 
to the Lakota), which attracts visitors from a wide range of US regions.  Within 
this site, he aims to evaluate their perceptions of the climate-associated risks 
(if any) they face in their home regions and how they view the climate and 
industry risks in the Dakotas (Fig 2, B).  

 
12. Researcher/instructor experience and qualifications in this research area:  

Professor James Higham has thoroughly explored the climate impact of travel and tourism, 
and how perceptions toward this issue vary between communities. His “flyer’s dilemma” 
series of studies review the relationship between aviation and climate change and, within 
this context, he has investigated aviation emissions, academic mobility, and public 
receptiveness to climate-related behavioural change.  He has extensive experience with 
interview-based methods and analysis of interview data. 

Associate Professor Janet Stephenson is the director of the University of Otago Centre for 
Sustainability, and has a keen interest in interdisciplinary environmental research.  She has 
led and collaborated on several studies that have utilised the Energy Cultures Framework to 
evaluate and advise upon individual and collective energy-related behaviour, and has been 
instrumental in translating these studies’ findings from academic publication to practice and 
policy.  She has also worked extensively with indigenous communities, particularly on topics 
related to environmental use and social equity. 
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PhD candidate Will Stovall is originally from the United States, and has lived for several years 
in both the Coastal Texas and Midwest regions.  His research background is in the field of 
environmental conservation, and he is particularly interested in raising environmental 
awareness and interest within communities.  He has several existing connections in both 
proposed study regions, and these are expected to be valuable in the field work planning 
and participant recruitment phases of his project. 

13. Participants   

13(a) Population from which participants are drawn: 

Both study regions: Members of the public within the vulnerable community or 
surrounding area. 

Coastal Texas:  This pool of participants will include individuals whose livelihoods 
have been affected by Hurricane Harvey in some form or fashion, as well as a 
cohort of individuals who were not impacted.  Will will interview individuals 
from a range of socioeconomic areas (so that one group is not over-
represented). 

Dakotas: Participants from this study region will include residents of the Pine 
Ridge and Standing Rock Reservations, residents of Rapid City, and visitors to 
the Mount Rushmore National Monument.  Within and outside of the 
Reservations, Will will adhere to Tribe-specific research protocols and respect 
the sovereignty of the Oceti Sakowin and of the residents of the Reservations 
as individuals (see Native American Research Considerations, pages 11-12). 
While on the reservations in this study region, Will also intends to interview 
stakeholders involved in tribal decision making. 

13(b) Inclusion and exclusion criteria: 

• Participants must be 18 years of age and older. 

• Participants must be willing and able to participate, and must be deemed by the 

interviewer not to pose a safety risk to themselves or others.  

13(c) Estimated number of participants:  

Approximately 20-25 participants per study region, split roughly equally between study sites 
within regions.  Due to the nature of qualitative research, the exact number of participants 
cannot be determined until field work is underway. Will will conclude the interview 
programme when he deems that he has adequate data (e.g. when evidence of data 
saturation emerges), and the study will prioritise obtaining in-depth and informative 
interviews over quantity.  

13(d) Age range of participants: 

18 years of age and older  
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13(e) Method of recruitment: 

Will Stovall will distribute the Information Sheet for Participants (attached) to individuals in 
the community who may be interested (the method of recruitment will vary between study 
regions and sites, see below).  Information will also be spread via word of mouth from Will’s 
research and social connections in each study region. Where appropriate, Will will use 
snowball sampling to identify new potential interviewees.  The following specific methods of 
recruitment will be employed in each study region: 

Coastal Texas: Will Stovall lived in Galveston, Texas between the years of 2009 and 2013, 
and during this time became acquainted with several individuals who live in low-lying, 
vulnerable locations.  Some of these individuals have been personally affected by Hurricane 
Harvey, and have offered to provide their perspectives.  Also, as an alumnus of Texas A&M 
University, Will Stovall will liaise with friends and colleagues at Texas A&M Galveston and 
Texas A&M Corpus Christi to identify and contact additional private citizens.   

Dakotas: Will is currently in the process of reaching out to private citizens and tribal 
stakeholders within the LDN reservations.  Due to the sensitive nature of indigenous 
research, Will will endeavour to be as transparent as possible with his description of 
research aims, data ownership, and participant confidentiality to Native American 
individuals and groups (see Native American Research Considerations, pages 11-12). In Rapid 
City, Will intends to set up a table in areas frequented by locals, gauge interest, and arrange 
interviews with passers-by at later times of mutual convenience (Will recognises that many 
participants will not be able to spare 45-60 minutes at the time of approach).  He will also 
move this setup frequently to encompass a range of communities within the city.  At Mount 
Rushmore, Will will employ a similar setup outside the Visitor Centre and recruit visitors for 
interviews at times that suit them (Will suspects many will be staying in Rapid City for one or 
two nights).  Will will liaise with Mount Rushmore visitor staff in advance of this to obtain 
consent to do so. 

Will will provide all participants in both study regions with the Information Sheet for 
Participants and Consent Form in advance of the interview.  Both at first contact and 
immediately before the interview begins, Will will explain the purpose of the research, and 
the interviewee’s right to withdraw from participation at any time if they wish. 

Where appropriate, we will obtain permission from administrative personnel at study 
localities to perform interviews.  We will not perform interviews in any locations where 
permission from appropriate authorities is denied. 

 

14. Methods and Procedures:  

Will Stovall will perform a series of one-on-one, semi-structured, and open-ended interviews 
with study participants.  Will estimates that interviews will generally be between 45 and 60 
minutes in length, though this may vary depending on the interviewee’s insights and role in 
the community.  In the interview, Will will explore themes including the individual’s 
perception of the wider issue of anthropogenic climate change (ACC), factors influencing 
perception and mitigation behaviour, and perception of proximal and direct climate risks.  
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Participants’ responses to these inquiries will inform direction of future questions, including 
those that address the key components of the Energy Cultures Framework (norms, material 
culture, and existing practices, and any changes to these following experience of extreme 
weather events).  Will will provide interviewees with the official Information Sheet for 
Participants and Consent Form beforehand for the sake of clear mutual understanding. 

We will record interviews with the consent of participants, and later transcribe those 
recordings into text.  Transcriptions will not contain any personal information through which 
participants may be identified.  The three named researchers on this project (Will Stovall, 
James Higham, and Janet Stephenson) will have access to transcriptions for analysis, and will 
retain personal information only for the sake of follow-up contact. 

Data from interviews may provide opportunities for publication.  If Will, James, and Janet do 
seek to publish their findings, they will keep all information of participants’ identities 
confidential and refer to participants using pseudonyms if and when we discuss individual 
responses.  All of the recordings will be stored on a password-protected computer and a 
password-protected folder on the Otago University network drive, where they will only be 
accessible by the researchers named on this study. Data may be stored indefinitely after the 
study is completed, but access will perpetually remain restricted to Will Stovall, James 
Higham, and Janet Stephenson. 

14. Native American Research Considerations:  

The indigenous component of this research in the Dakotas Study Region merits 
additional methodological and ethical considerations.  For the sake of clarity in this 
application, we have categorised these into three broad themes: respect for 
sovereign status, transparency and flexibility, and data ownership and management.   

Respect for Sovereign Status:  

As Native American tribes are legally recognised by the United States as self-
governing, sovereign entities ("Worcester v. Georgia," 1832), researchers 
should recognise them as such in their devised approaches (Harding et al., 
2012; Quinault Indian Nation, 1975). For instance, sovereign nations are 
differentiated from other communities in that researchers must often obtain 
appropriate permits from tribal governments to perform research within the 
reservation (Harding et al., 2012).  Therefore, for the research described in 
this application to take place, Will, James and Janet will apply for research 
consent, and await feedback from the tribal authority before conducting any 
research fieldwork. 

Transparency and Flexibility: 

In the process of contacting, liaising, and ultimately applying for consent to 
perform this research within the Standing Rock and Pine Ridge Reservations, it 
is important to be fully transparent in communication of research aims and 
proposed methodologies.  Tribes will be regarded as equal partners in 
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collaboration, and the research plan will remain flexible to incorporate 
suggestions and concerns raised by tribal stakeholders or individuals. 

Separate material and data sharing agreements (MDSAs) will be drafted for 
both Standing Rock and Pine Ridge (as tribal organisation and decision-making 
may differ) and these will be signed by the researchers and all appropriate 
stakeholders.  Though the named researchers have not yet identified evidence 
of this, subtribes within reservations (e.g. Hunkpapa, Sihasapa, and 
Yanktonai within Standing Rock) may have different guidelines to which 
members of the subtribe and collaborating researchers are expected to 
adhere. If subtribe-specific guidelines do exist, Will will draft separate MDSAs 
for each subtribe and modify the interview structure to both satisfy the 
guidelines and maintain the integrity of the research. 

Data Ownership and Management: 

Treatment of data and publication will adhere to each tribe or subtribe’s 
conception of knowledge sharing and ownership.  Often, Western conceptions 
of research “ownership” differ from those held among indigenous people, 
who may regard knowledge as collective and free to exchange within the 
community (Tsosie, 2007).  Therefore, the researchers will liaise with tribal 
members and leaders to discuss mutual arrangements of data 
ownership/sharing before conducting any research. Clauses encompassing 
Western conceptions such as authorship of publications will be defined and 
clearly agreed upon in each tribe and/or subtribe’s MDSA. 

The researchers named on this project emphasise the importance of 
collaborating with, rather than “studying” indigenous peoples.  Will, James, 
and Janet will liaise with the Standing Rock and Pine Ridge tribal communities 
before, during, and after the field work to ensure the research moves in a 
mutually beneficial direction.  The tribes and researchers will discuss and 
carefully consider any potential consequences of the research findings, and 
the researchers will not publish results that either or both parties anticipate 
may negatively impact tribal reputation or sovereignty. 

The three named researchers on this project recognise that future, unanticipated 
considerations could arise that have not been addressed here.  If this occurs, Will 
Stovall will notify the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee before any 
decisions are made.  Will, James, and Janet intend throughout this project is to 
prioritise tribal welfare and multicultural engagement, and to act in a manner that 
reveres Native American sovereignty and the tradition of collective knowledge 
exchange.  
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Breaking the ‘Eco-Echo Chamber’: Perceptions of anthropogenic climate change (ACC) within 

vulnerable US communities and sovereign entities” 

General Interview Outline 

• Interviews will begin by Will Stovall introducing himself and explaining the foundation and 

objectives of the project.  He will explain to participants that the interview will be recorded, 

but the recording will only ever be heard by the three researchers named on this application, 

and potentially by a transcriber (if funds allow for the commission of a transcription service).  

He will also assure participants that while some quotes will be used in the appropriate context, 

the individuals’ identity will be kept anonymous in publication and sharing of results.  Each 

participant will sign the consent form verifying they have been notified of their rights and 

confidentiality, and the interview will begin (only if the consent form is signed). 

• Each participant will then be given the opportunity to introduce themselves and explain their 

position in the community.  Will will begin by asking the simple question “What is your view 

on human-induced climate change?”.  While there will be a flexible script in which Will will 

address multiple issues such as energy behaviour, industry responsibility, and perception of 

proximal risk, other questions may arise based on participants’ responses. 

• In adherence to the Energy Cultures Framework (ECF), Will will also ask a series of questions 

to understand the norms, material culture, and practices specific to each individual, 

community, or sovereign entity and ultimately influence individual or collective behaviour 

(see example questions below). 

• Examples of questions that could be asked in interviews (under broad themes):  

ACC perceptions 

o What is your view on human-induced climate change? 

o  [Depending on participants’ responses to other questions]  Have you always believed 

in human-induced climate change?  If your view on the issue has changed over time, 

what has influenced this the most? 

o Do you believe anthropogenic climate change should be taught in schools? 
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o Do you believe the United States government is adequately addressing the issue of 

climate change?  What do you believe could be done better to address this issue? 

Proximity/Industry Responsibility 

o I’m interested to hear about your experience with extreme weather events in the area.  

Would you like to share your account of this experience? 

o What do you believe are some industries that should bear responsibility for climate 

change mitigation?  What are some industries that you believe are more/less 

impactful? 

o [Mount Rushmore visitors] From where are you visiting? How would you describe the 

monument itself (including what it symbolises to you)? 

ECF-related questions 

o What is your primary mode of transportation (including type of vehicle)?  How often 

do you drive or use public transportation? 

o How often do you think about climate change (Daily, weekly, monthly, never)?  

o From your perspective, does the community in which you reside share your views on 

the issue of climate change?  Follow up: do you feel motivated by your peers to reduce 

your individual carbon footprint? 

o How many domestic flights do you take on average each year? How many 

international? 

15. Compliance with The Privacy Act 1993 and the Health Information Privacy Code 1994 

imposes strict requirements concerning the collection, use and disclosure of personal 

information.  The questions below allow the Committee to assess compliance. 

15(a) Are you collecting and storing personal information (e.g.name, contact details, 

designation, position etc) directly from the individual concerned that could identify the 

individual?  

YES. This information will only ever be available to the named researchers on 
this project. 

 

15(c) Collecting Personal Information: 

• Will you be collecting personal information (e.g. name, contact details, 

position, company, anything that could identify the individual)? 
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YES.  We will collect participants’ names, contact details, and positions, 
as well as demographic data such as age, gender, and level of 
education.  However, every attempt will be made to conceal 
participants’ personal details from publication (see sections 15 (d) – 15 
(g)). 

• Will you inform participants of the purpose for which you are collecting 

the information and the uses you propose to make of it? 

YES  

• Will you inform participants of who will receive the information? 

  YES  

• Will you inform participants of the consequences, if any, of not 

supplying the information? 

  YES (there will be no consequences for not supplying information) 

• Will you inform participants of their rights of access to and correction 

of personal information? 

YES  

 Where the answer is YES, make sure the information is included in the Information 

Sheet for Participants. 

 If you are NOT informing them of the points above, please explain why: 

 

15(d) Outline your data storage, security procedures and length of time data will be 

kept  

Interview digital audio recordings will be stored on a password protected computer and 
password protected folder on the Otago University network drive which will be only 
accessible to the researchers named on this project. For security reasons in the field, Will 
Stovall will back up all interviews and transcriptions on an external hard drive, which too will 
be password protected.   

The names of the participants will not be connected to the recordings, instead a pseudonym 
will be used (such as, “Interview 1”). A master list with the contact information of 
interviewees and pseudonyms will be kept in the same password protected folder as the 
recordings. Interview recordings will be stored for five years after completion of the study, 
after which we will destroy it.  

Data from analyses of interview (e.g. correlation plots, qualitative modelling) will omit 
names of participants, and will be stored separately from recordings and transcriptions.  This 
data may be made available in publication, and we will take care not to include any 
information from which participants could be identified. 
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15(e) Who will have access to personal information, under what conditions, and 

subject to what safeguards? If you are obtaining information from another source, 

include details of how this will be accessed and include written permission if 

appropriate.  Will participants have access to the information they have provided? 

 

Only the researchers named on this application will have access to the master list 
(containing contact information) and the recordings.  

If participants wish to see the transcribed versions of their interviews, they may contact us 
and we will provide it to them.  

Specific data ownership arrangements with each tribe or subtribe in the Dakotas Study 
Region will be outlined in the MSDA for each entity. 

 

15(f) Do you intend to publish any personal information they have provided? 

YES.   

 If YES, specify in what form you intend to do this: 

Research may be published in journal articles and included in Will Stovall’s PhD thesis. 
Identifying information will be removed from any published materials and any potentially 
distinctive characteristics of individuals will be omitted from publication or and altered to 
prevent identification if necessary.  Other data such as age and level of education may be 
analysed in publication). 

15(g) Do you propose to collect demographic information to describe your sample? For 

example: gender, age, ethnicity, education level, etc. 

YES.  Education level is a criterion which we wish to explore and compare with climate 
awareness.  Ethnicity is especially relevant to the Dakotas Study Region, as relationships may 
exist between traditional ethnic worldview and climate awareness.  Gender and age may 
also be useful characteristics to analyse.  While the named researchers intend to understand 
if and how participants’ demographic characteristics influence their climate awareness, they 
do not aim to generalise individuals based on these inherent characteristics. 

 

15 (h) Have you, or will you, undertake Māori consultation? Choose one of the options below, 

and delete the option that does not apply: 

 (Refer to http://www.otago.ac.nz/research/maoriconsultation/index.html). 

YES.  We have submitted our application to the Ngāi Tahu Research 
Consultation Committee, and it will be reviewed at their next meeting on 13 
February 2018.   

http://www.otago.ac.nz/research/maoriconsultation/index.html
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If YES, please attach the acknowledgement of receipt from Ngai Tahu Research 

Consultation Committee. Consultation should be initiated prior to the 

Human Ethics Committee meeting. 

 

 

16. Does the research or teaching project involve any form of deception?   

NO 

17. Please describe the ethical issues that might arise from the proposed research and how 

they are to be addressed. (All human participant research projects have some ethical considerations 

so please do not leave this question unanswered.) 

While this research is low-risk in terms of content and study aims, Will, James, and Janet will 
endeavour to reduce potential for ethical misunderstanding associated with Will Stovall’s 
field work whenever possible.  Will intends to maintain a congenial and respectful 
relationship with all interview participants, regardless of their views or responses to 
interview questions. 

Will, James, and Janet recognise that the subject of climate change is increasingly politicised 
in the United States, and can be a sensitive topic for some.  To address this, the researchers 
will intend to be as transparent as possible with participants, and assure them that they 
have no political agenda or ulterior motives not outlined in the Information Sheet for 
Participants. All participants will be presented with the Consent Form, and will be made 
aware of their choice not to participate if they feel uncomfortable. 

In the Dakotas Study Region, the researchers will adhere to all tribal research protocols, and 
intend to maintain a congenial and honest relationship with sovereign entities.  For specific 
indigenous research protocols, refer to Native American Research Considerations (pages 11-
12). 

The research will be conducted in accordance with the Information Sheet for Participants, 
the Consent Form, and the Department of Tourism Fieldwork Health and Safety Application. 

18. *Applicant's Signature: 

    

 Name (please print): Prof. James Higham 

 Date:  15.1.18 

 *The signatory should be the staff member detailed at Question 1. 
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19. Departmental approval:  I have read this application and believe it to be valid research and 

ethically sound.  I approve the research design.  The Research proposed in this application is 

compatible with the University of Otago policies and I give my consent for the application to be 

forwarded to the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee with my recommendation that it be 

approved. 

Signature of **Head of Department:  

 

 Name of HOD (please print): Neil Carr 

  Date: 15.1.18 

**Where the Head of Department is also the Applicant, then an appropriate senior staff member must 

sign on behalf of the Department or School. 

 

Attach copies of the Information Sheet for Participants, Consent 

Form, and Advertisement to your application 

Send the signed original plus 17 double-sided and stapled copies of the application to: 

Academic Committees, Room G22 or G26, Ground Floor, Clocktower Building,  

University of Otago, Dunedin   
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Appendix B:  Information Sheet for Interview Participants 

Faces of Stone: Environmental History and 

Cultures of The Black Hills 

Will Stovall – PhD Candidate 

University of Otago, New Zealand 

Information for Participants 

Thank you for showing an interest in contributing to my PhD research.  Before we get started 
with the interview, it is important to me that you understand a bit about me and the project 
itself.  The Ethics Committee of my University (University of Otago, New Zealand) also 
encourages this process to ensure transparency and openness of research. If you decide not 
to take part in the study, there will be no disadvantage to you and I thank you for 
considering my request.  You may also withdraw from the interview at any point if you wish. 

About Me and the Project 

Most of my work and academic background is in the field of 
zoology and wildlife management, though I have recently 
transitioned to the social side of environmental conservation.  I 
am originally from Southwest Missouri, though my line of work 
led me to live in Galveston, Texas from 2009-2013 and in 
Dunedin, New Zealand from 2013-present.   

Throughout my PhD research, I hope to better understand 
prevailing attitudes surrounding the unique environmental and 
cultural factors at play in the Dakotas.  Some of the themes in 
which I am particularly interested include heritage tourism, local 
and state-wide industry, and environmental impact mitigation. 

The Interview 

I have prepared a list of questions pertaining to these topics, though the interview is 
designed to be open-ended with different questions arising depending on the direction of 
discussion.  Interviews usually last between 40 and 60 minutes, depending on the length of 
your responses.  However, I understand that not all participants will be able to devote that 
amount of time.  If you are pressed for time, you may conclude the interview prematurely or 
arrange a day/time with me to complete the interview later.   
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Privacy and Data Security 

In order for me to review all interviews and identify key themes that have emerged, I will 
record the interview using a portable microphone.  I am aware of the sensitivities associated 
with audio recordings, and therefore wish to assure you that I take your privacy very 
seriously.  Here are a few facts about the audio recordings and how they will be handled: 

• Only I will ever listen to the recording.  It will be kept on my computer in a password-
protected folder and backed up on a password-protected external hard drive, which 
will be kept with me at all times. 

• I will transcribe the interviews into text, and typed interviews will also be stored in 
the same manner. 

• Your identity will never be revealed nor implied in any form.  Instead, you will be 
given a pseudonym if direct quotes are referenced. 

Have any Questions? 

It is important to me that you feel comfortable with sharing your thoughts and feelings on 
the focal topics of my research.  If you have any questions, please feel free to ask in person 
or through email or phone. 

Will Stovall 
University of Otago Centre for Sustainability  
Telephone: (417) 830-6855 
Email: will.stovall@postgrad.otago.ac.nz  
 

You may also contact my supervisors with comments or for more information on the project: 

Professor James Higham 
University of Otago Department of Tourism 
Email: james.higham@otago.ac.nz  
 
Associate Professor Janet Stephenson 
University of Otago Centre for Sustainability  
Email: janet.stephenson@otago.ac.nz  

 

This study has been granted full approval through the University of Otago Ethics Committee.  
If you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research, you may contact the 
Committee through email at registrar@otago.ac.nz, or by phone on +64 (03) 479-8256. 

  

mailto:will.stovall@postgrad.otago.ac.nz
mailto:james.higham@otago.ac.nz
mailto:janet.stephenson@otago.ac.nz
mailto:registrar@otago.ac.nz
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Appendix C: Interview Consent Form 

Research Participation Consent Form 

 

Faces of Stone Project   

Will Stovall – PhD Candidate 

This is a consent form designed by the University of Otago Ethics Committee to ensure that 
study participants been informed of the purpose of the research, and of their rights as 
interviewees. 

In signing this form, I (the interviewee) certify that: 

1. I have read the Information Sheet for Participants, and I know what the project is 
about.  All my questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I understand 
that I am free to request further information at any stage; 

2. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary, and I am free to withdraw from 
the interview at any time without any disadvantage to myself; 

3. Personal identifying information (i.e. audio tapes, contact information) will be 
destroyed at the conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the results of 
the project depend will be retained in secure storage for at least five years; 

 
4. The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of 

Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve my 
anonymity.   

 
I agree to take part in this project. 

 
 

_____________________________      

                (Printed Name)      

         ___________________ 

            (Date, mm/dd/yyyy) 

_____________________________ 

                   (Signature) 
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Appendix D: Interview Script 

Participant Info: 

Thank you very much for agreeing to help with the study.  May I ask how long you have lived 

in this city, or if you have lived here most of your life? 

Mount Rushmore Symbolism: 

I’m particularly interested in many of the region’s National Parks and Monuments.  On the 

subject of one in particular, what does the Mount Rushmore Memorial symbolise to you? 

Do you believe that Mount Rushmore fits with the surrounding landscape? 

Some describe Mount Rushmore as a “heritage” monument.  What are your thoughts on 

this?  

If you could describe Mount Rushmore in one word, what would it be? 

What is your view of the Crazy Horse Memorial currently under construction in the Black 

Hills?  

Industry: 

The Dakotas have been and continue to be a site of controversy concerning fossil fuel 

development.  Do you have a viewpoint on the Keystone XL and Dakota Access Pipelines?  

What is your perception of the DAPL protest that took place in 2016-2017 at Standing Rock 

Sioux Reservation? 

What is your view on the Keystone XL pipeline spill that took place last year near Amherst? 

What is your perception of the scheduled KXL Phase 4 development in 2019? 

If you could use one word to describe the pipelines in this region, what would it be? 

What is your perception of increased travel to/from, and tourism development within, the 

Dakotas? 

If you could use one word to describe tourism in the Dakotas, what would it be? 
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Segway to ACC: 

I was wondering what, if any, perception you might have of the natural hazards faced here 

such as drought, flooding, and wildfires. 

Many scientists say that these types of hazards are becoming more frequent across the 

globe due to changes in Earth’s climate, do you think this is true? 

Do you believe that humans play a role in causing our climate to change?  

Do you approve or disapprove of the US government’s recent decision to withdraw from the 

Paris Climate Accord? 

If you could use one word to describe the idea of manmade climate change, what would it 

be? 

From your perspective, has your view on this subject changed over time, and if so, how 

recently? 

Do many people in your home community share your view? If you had to guess, roughly 

what percentage? 

How often do you think about climate change? 

How often do you talk about climate change? Who do you talk to? Do you engage with 

others who don’t share your view on the subject? 

Practices 

Do you take efforts in your everyday life to reduce your carbon footprint? 

Material Culture 

Do you believe climate change mitigation is cost-prohibitive? 

Norms 

How do your efforts compare to the efforts (or lack thereof) of other members in your home 

community?  

Would you say you feel encouraged or discouraged by other members of your community to 

engage in sustainable practice? 
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Appendix E: Participant Information 

Table A1: Breakdown of participant demographics and Interview length. 

# Pseudonym Gender Age 
Racial/Ethnic 

Identity 
Education 

(Code) 
Interview 

Length (m:s) 
1 Steve m 67 White N/A 15:20 
2 Arielle f 38 White N/A 45:35 
3 Holly f 67 Lakota N/A 24:01 
4                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              Ray m 68 White N/A 25:00 
5 Louis m 37 White N/A 28:26 
6 Harry m 35 White N/A 42:35 
7 Rose f 33 White N/A 53:29 
8 Tyler m 23 White 7 38:59 
9 Abby f 34 White 5 92:47 
10 Bridget f 76 White 2 57:52 
11 Sarah f 63 White 3 67:10 
12 Allen m 69 White 1 45:57 
13 Kate f 53 White 3 51:21 
14 Trent m 66 White 2 63:55 
15 Danielle f 52 White 5 77:45 
16 Karen f 67 White/Native American  3 87:05 
17 Michelle f 36 White 8 105:23 
18 Paige f 43 White 7 80:09 
19 Aaron m 22 Asian American 5 39:31 
20 Charlotte f 22 White 5 91:39 
21 Carol f 54 White 7 88:04 
22 Vicki f 37 White 3 52:07 
23 Grace f 91 White 2 46:39 
24 Summer f 21 White 5 27:28 
25 Owen m 82 White 2 29:58 
26 Quinn m 31 Pacific Islander 5 53:07 
27 Joe m 37 White 3 66:25 
28 Lucy f 69 White 5 66:41 
29 Fred m 70 White 7 30:16 
30 Liam m 23 Black (African American) 5 59:17 
31 Lillian f 68 White 3 31:49 
32 Oscar m 21 Lakota (Oglala) 2 100:13 
33 Linda f 28 White 5 62:13 
34 David m 30 White 2 75:15 
35 James m 23 Black (Jamaican) 5 42:49 
36 Jack m 21 White 4 52:07 
37 Molly f 54 White 5 81;29 
38 Samuel m 45 White 6 87:22 
39 Frank m 58 White 5 112:48 
40 Lauren f 19 Mixed Race 5 52:18 
41 Sean m 25 White 5 52:57 
42 Jacob m 49 White 5 48:27 
43 Leo m 23 Black (African American) 5 50:41 
44 Caleb m 39 “Mexican” 7 86:22 
45 Barry m 71 White 5 77:25 
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Appendix F: Matrix Illustrating Node Overlap 

The matrix in Table A1 illustrates how many exchanges were shared between any two given nodes in my interviews.  These data were used to 

generate the chord diagram in Chapter 5. 

Table A1: Matrix illustrating degree of overlap between subcategories of culture (nodes). 

 

  
Environmental 
Philosophy 

Legends, 
Folklore, & 
Worship 

Cultural 
Inclusivity 

Resource 
Use 

Accom. 
Material 
Fulfillment 

Transportation 
Environmental 
Treatment 

Recreation 

Environmental 
Philosophy 

                  

Legends, Folklore, 
& Worship 

20          

Cultural Inclusivity 13 44         

Resource Use 5 4 5        

Accom. 1 0 4 2       

Material 
Fulfillment 

7 8 6 3 5      

Transportation 2 8 4 4 5 4     

Environmental 
Treatment 

15 22 22 8 1 5 5    

Recreation 10 8 8 0 3 5 3 15   
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Appendix G: Additional Key Exchanges 

In this appendix, I present additional key exchanges that illustrate the points of discussion in 

my contemporary cultural analysis (Section 5.3). It is divided into sections corresponding 

with the subcategories of culture and observations of cultural change in Section 5.3 

Norms 

 

Figure A1: Aspects of contemporary norms in Paha Sapa explored using interview data. 

Environmental Philosophy 

Anthropocentrism 

Interview 10 – “Bridget” (76, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “I was wondering what your view was on those pipelines and, what, if 
anything, they bring to this region.” 

Bridget: “Jobs. Yeah, I'm in favor of it. We have preserved a lot of lands and have set 
aside a lot of national parks and things like that, so we are preserving some lands 
designated for just our enjoyment, but as far as interrupting, you know, and building 
a pipeline, I think we need to do that. We need to move forward and get accessibility 
to the resources that we have underground.” 

Will: “So you think that it was it was a good thing that Donald Trump did which 
signed that into law?” 

Bridget: “Yeah I agree with that.” 
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Interview 6 – “Harry” (35, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “Do you think that a lot of the bikers that come here today appreciate nature?” 

Harry: “There's some.  It's probably a minority, but yeah, there's some that really do.  
Some of them are really taking in their surroundings, while others are just looking for 
the stripper pole.” 

Interview 32 – “Oscar” (21, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “[In reference to pipelines and climate change] It’s a lot harder to invent 
something after the fact than stop it from happening in the first place.” 

Oscar: “Yeah, exactly.  What I don’t understand is why people refuse to see it; that’s 
global ignorance, and I’m not some crazy [pause]. I was never some crazy ‘climate 
change guy’. I’m not a tree hugger; I just care about my kids.” 

Interview 36 – “Jack” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So what about climate change, does that factor into your association with 
fossil fuels?” 

Jack: “To be totally honest, I don’t mind climate change and I don’t really think that 
fossil fuels play too big a role in it.  I’m sure that they do something and maybe 
speed up the process, but I think climate change is good and every age of the Earth 
has a different climate.  So it’s gonna change whether we speed it up or not, but it’s 
gonna happen no matter what, it’s just a matter of time.  So I’m not too concerned 
about climate change.” 

Will: “So it’s not a big deal to you?” 

Jack: “Personally, no.  Because we’ve had ice ages, then we haven’t.  Then we have, 
then we haven’t.  Then it was when all the continents were together with Pangaea.  
Everything was kind of warm in the center of the Earth, so there was really no poles 
at that point.  So I’m not really too concerned with that, because the species living on 
Earth will adapt to whatever environment there is.” 

Ecocentrism 

Interview 33 – “Linda” (28, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “I was wondering what your thoughts were on Mount Rushmore.” 

Linda: “[Mount Rushmore is] a paradox. I had seen it when I was 10; I thought it was 
cool, but I didn’t really care.  As an artist, I think it’s fantastic, only because it’s a 
huge sculpture, and I wouldn’t even know how to begin.  I can’t fathom how they did 
that, but then at the other end, the nature-loving side of me, I’m like “You fucking 
destroyed part of a mountain to do this, and you put Teddy Roosevelt on it who was 
like ‘keep nature, nature.’” 
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Will: “You don’t think [Roosevelt] would have wanted his face on there?” 

Linda: “I don’t think so, I think he would have fought tooth and nail to say, ‘Don’t do 
that!’”. 

Interview 18 – “Paige” (43, Resident of Vermillion) 

Will: “Do you think that if there was more socioeconomic equality, it would be easier 
to tackle the challenge of climate change?” 

Paige: “I think it's totally society's responsibility to talk about these things…Some 
people believe that it's their God-given duty to go out and change things. This 
Manifest Destiny stuff at the beginning of the country; some people came here to 
have their own religion and impose that on everybody, but other people came here 
at the same time to get away from that. Here we are – a country still fighting over 
those same things. Some people believe…it's our right to be here, and it's our right to 
use every resource possible because, you know, ‘God gave us the Earth’. Then there's 
other people who believe we shouldn't do that; we should protect it… When these 
individuals are doing exactly what they believe, who can you fault?” 

Interview 11 – “Sarah” (63, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “So your personal [pause] like your personal understanding of humanity and 
our place in the universe [pause] how does that affect how you treat others and the 
environment?” 

Sarah: “Well yeah, I have different feelings on that because yes, my belief is that we 
should treat everything well and leave it better than we found it because that was 
the way I was brought up. But beyond that, I kind of think that it doesn't really 
matter. It doesn't really matter because it's so much bigger than [humans]…we're in 
such a wonderful place to even understand all of what's around us.” 

Interview 18 – “Paige” (43, Resident of Vermillion) 

Will: “So you know my next question is about Mount Rushmore.  Does it fit with the 
surrounding landscape, or do you think there is a contrast?” 

Paige: “How can I separate that anymore, you know? It's like, it would have been 
heart-wrenching to see it happen – like the same feeling of seeing a tree get cut 
down.  I hate seeing trees get cut down, but let’s say that I move in and someone’s 
already planted flowers around the stump, then that’s great and that's part of it. I 
like to take things and people at face value and not read too much into it.” 

Will: “Ha that’s interesting – ‘face’ value” 
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Tourism Philosophies 

Interview 45 – “Barry” (71, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “So what do you like to do when you visit [Paha Sapa]? 

Barry: “My favorite thing is to stay at Custer State Park, and on all previous trips, 
we’ve always camped, but this trip, since we had the grandkids, we stayed at one of 
the cabins at the Game Lodge.  We camp at the Game Lodge usually, and while 
we’re there, our favorite thing is to see the wildlife.  We enjoy the Black Hills, trying 
to find bison and elk and pronghorn and all those things.  We did visit, and we have 
now several times, visited Mount Rushmore and did that experience, but that’s not 
our main reason for coming up.  Also Needles Highway.  Another thing that brings us 
there is that on several other trips, we’ve gone beyond the Black Hills to the West 
and have now visited Devil’s Tower twice and have gone to Yellowstone several 
times and actually went all the way up to Glacier National Park.  The Black Hills have 
been our destination in the past but also a stop on the way to other places.” 

Will: “That’s awesome, so you would say you’re primarily drawn to the Black Hills for 
the natural environment, and then the touristy stuff like Mount Rushmore is kind of 
secondary to seeing the area?” 

Barry: “Yeah.” 

Interview 8 – “Tyler” (23, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “Do you do you have an opinion on the increasing tourism that’s happening in 
this region?” 

Tyler: “Well, I thought I was a little tacky, especially when you get up to Mount 
Rushmore.  There are those two towns, I’m not sure exactly what they are called, but 
there were lots of shops that literally targeted tourists.  I thought that was a little 
absurd; I’d like to see a more natural setting in that regard.” 

Interview 41 – “Sean” (25, Student in Residence) 

Will: “I’m interested in a lot of the tourist attractions, and the number one being 
Mount Rushmore. What do you think about Mount Rushmore?” 

Sean: “Especially after working at Vore Buffalo Jump, I just view what a lot of [the 
presidents on Mount Rushmore] did and the fact that [pause] I think it’s Jefferson is 
on there and he owned dozens, hundreds of slaves, and it’s like ‘How good of a 
person was he really, to deserve to have his face memorialised in stone for however 
many centuries?’… Especially as a rock-climber too, you see photos of what it was 
like before, and it’s like, ‘There’s this beautiful, natural rock face that you could use 
for rock climbing or to go visit’.  So, in that aspect, it’s almost hokey in a sense, but 
what they’ve done around it and just like all the programs [pause]. I feel like a lot of 
people go there, take a picture, and then leave.  So, it’s more like a sensationalised 
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photo-op than the actual historical opportunity.  I know there’s a fair amount of 
people who go there and do spend a few hours and actually learn a lot and do get a 
lot out of it, but I feel like it’s almost just a tourist attraction… I feel like it almost 
defeats the purpose of what it was originally there for.” 

Legends, Folklore, and Worship 

Symbolism in Paha Sapa 

Interview 21 – “Carol” (54, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “What if you had to give me one word to describe tourism in the Black Hills.” 

Carol: “Fun. I think fun is good for people; I think it budges them out of fear. It's hard 
to be fearful and have fun at the same time, and when people live in fear, they think 
fight-or-flight, this or that. If you can budge them out of that, they can see Earth's 
more enlightened up options in front of them and make much better choices.” 

Interview 27 – “Joe” (37, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Gotcha, so if you had to describe Mount Rushmore in one word, what would it 
be?” 

Joe: “Patriotic.” 

Will: “So in what sense? What values of patriotism does it represent?” 

Joe: “Just where our country started, what we stand for, and just taking stock of 
where we come from and where we are today.  We believed in presidencies then, 
and now it’s like “Well, is it a joke? Can anybody get office?”.  Now it’s either a love 
it or hate it position, where back then it was a revered position.  It forces you to kind 
of look at the history of where we’ve started and where we’ve come from.” 

Interview 35 – “James” (23, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “What do you think about Mount Rushmore?” 

James: “My first year, it was a very good experience when I saw the lighting show.  
It’s very touching, very emotional because they did something for the veterans and 
all that.  I’m Jamaican; I don’t really know anything about veterans, but when they 
did the flag raise and all of that, it was pretty emotional.  But going back there after 
that, it’s like they’re just turning on a light and that’s it.” 

Will: “So it kind of lost its novelty a bit?” 

James: “Yeah, it’s just a one-time show.  You see it one time and you don’t go over 
and over again.” 
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Interview 31 – “Lillian” (68, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So when you go to Mount Rushmore, what does it symbolise to you in terms of 
the emotions that it brings out?” 

Lillian: “Well the lighting ceremony that they have.  I went last year, and I’ve never 
been to it before.  It was very patriotic, very moving.  They explain how the words to 
the Star-Spangled Banner came about, and they had a slideshow presentation and 
music, and then they recognise all of the military in the group, have them come 
down on the stage at the amphitheatre.  They pick five of them to lower the flag, 
and then they light the faces up.  I was on a high from that experience for days and 
days of how moving it was.  I’m very patriotic, and love music, and love my country, 
and it was fantastic.  So now as the guests come into the motel, I make a point of 
saying they should go.  I explain the whole thing to them, and what to expect.  It’s a 
‘don’t miss’.  It’s awesome.” 

Heritage & Commemoration 

Interview 36 – “Jack” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: So, what elements of history do you think draw people here the most? 

Jack: “Certainly the gold rush and all of the mining.  There’s a lot of mines and 
tunnels as you know, we have multiple panning sites and gold sites, and museums, 
Rockerville for example.  So that’s a big attraction for them of course is the ancient 
gold rush out here in the late 1800s.” 

Interview 2 – “Arielle” (38, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “So I guess one of the things I’m interested in is the heritage tourism that draws 
on the environment of the Black Hills. I’m interested in in one monument particular 
which is mount Rushmore, and I was wondering what you thought about Mount 
Rushmore?” 

Arielle: “It's the formation of our country it's just it it's a place that brings that to 
light and helps tell the story of how America was started and who was important to 
us at least from the white perspective” 

Interview 37 – “Molly” (54, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So you don’t get a feeling of heritage when you see [Mount Rushmore]?” 

Molly: “No, but the amount of people who go there and find their American pride 
after they’ve come away from there, especially immigrants [pause]…And it has come 
to mean so much to so many people, but the thing is that we took it, it has nothing 
to do with this part of this country.  We took a heritage that belongs on the East 
Coast and brought it to Middle America and sold it to people.  Maybe that’s a good 
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thing, I don’t know.  But I don’t think it has anything to do with this part of the 
country, and that’s what heritage and history to me is.” 

Will: Authentic to the region? 

Molly: Yeah. 

Interview 27 – “Joe” (37, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “So you think that politics in America has become a bit more dogmatic, like 
religious and adhering to loyalty to a faith or to a person or of a party rather than 
what someone believes is right or wrong?” 

Joe: “Well, I mean I’ve experienced the Sturgis Rally for 20 years.  I’ve worked in 
Sturgis at the Buffalo Chip before it was the biggest bar or campground and its own 
town.  We were still selling beer out of cattle troughs, and now this year, all of a 
sudden, it’s like a Trump rally.  It’s like ‘How did that happen?’.  It’s never been like 
that; it wasn’t an Obama rally or any-other-president rally, but all of a sudden, it’s 
not about motorcycles as much as it is who’s our president.” 

Religious and Spiritual Beliefs 

Interview 1 – “Steve” (67, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “For you personally, what would it take to happen to get you to believe in 
[climate change] or that it was getting worse?” 

Steve: “Well like I said there's a cycle.  A 132-year cycle with the cooling and the 
warming; I mean you gotta use the logic behind that.” 

Will: “Right, I gotcha.  So, in 132 years from now, if it doesn’t start getting better, 
people should start worrying?” 

Steve: “We don't have 132 years in this system in this society.” 

Will: “So you think it's gonna collapse before then?” 

Steve: “Oh yeah they're pushing pretty hard and the only thing is slowing them down 
is our great president.  They want to make a one-world government.  You know 
Revelation 13, the Antichrist, that's all coming into play. All the prophecies are just 
about completed.” 

Interview 45 – “Barry” (71, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “I feel like your religious belief kind of helps you put things into perspective with 
looking after the Earth, in your words, God’s creation.  The beauty around you, the 
beauty that the Earth is.” 
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Barry: “Without a doubt it’s the very basis.  In looking at the world, you can either 
believe that we started from a singularity, and nobody explains where the singularity 
came from by the way, and that singularity blew up and expanded and the universe 
is expanding… I say, ‘It takes a whole lot more faith to believe in the singularity that 
happened by chance than it does to believe in God’… God created man in his image, 
and that has a big impact on what I believe in terms of animals and plants.  He 
created man; he didn’t create the porpoise; he didn’t create the monkey in his 
image; he created man in his image…By the way, if you tend to be an evolutionist, 
you tend to be a little more racist, because which of the races actually evolved first?” 

Interview 16 – “Karen” (67, Resident of Vermillion) 

Will: “Do you think that [the pipelines] are unreliable?” 

Karen: “When I think of the thousands and thousands of miles of pipeline, and the 
number of incidents that have happened.  No, I don’t think they’re unreliable. I think 
that it’s like when you buy a set of tires, you’re going to have a flat tire, but it’s 
fixable.  I don’t judge the whole pipeline by that one incident, and it might not 
happen again, or it might.” 

Will: “Well I hope it doesn’t. I hope that that incident will keep them accountable in 
the future.” 

Karen: “I consider anything that’s man-made to be flawed.  I think there’s only one 
person who can do something perfect.” 

Will: “Who’s that?” 

Karen: “Jesus, God almighty. If it’s manmade, it’s flawed.” 

Interview 12 – “Allen” (69, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “When you come to the Black Hills, what do you think is the best thing about 
this region?” 

Allen: “I’m overwhelmed that how small it makes a person feel.  Coming from a big 
city like St. Louis, where you're surrounded with close proximity of other homes and 
people, there's constant interaction with other people. And when you come to the 
Black Hills, the distance tends to enhance the view, so when you're up on a summit 
somewhere and you can look for a hundred miles, it makes one feel very 
inconspicuous. Well maybe not inconspicuous, well probably that too, but 
insignificant.” 

Will: “So it’s humbling?” 

Allen: “Yeah in the realm of things. I've become very humbled. It also makes me 
think about the vastness of the world itself. Scientifically speaking, how big it is. Just 
the best word is humbling. 
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Cultural Inclusivity 

Race Relations and Representation 

Interview 18 – “Paige” (43, Resident of Vermillion) 

Will: “I just want to get your initial reaction, so what do you think when I say 
‘Tourism in the Dakotas’?” 

Paige: “Sigh, and that's not like a positive sigh that's the latent sigh.” 

Will: “Right so could you describe the emotion behind that sigh?” 

Paige: “It’s complicated. You have Mount Rushmore which [pause] it's like what we 
all talk about when we’re growing up, isn’t it great? Mount Rushmore! It’s on our 
license plates, but not on my license plate! So, that's fine, but in my adulthood, I 
realized how very wrong that is, you know what I mean?...I mean the faces are 
people that came in and decimated the people who were already here, and if you're 
Lakota, Dakota, Nakota, some of the creation stories, or the main one that I've heard 
is that people came from the Black Hills; they were born out of the Black Hills. So 
where I’m at right now is that carving the faces of the people who got rid of the 
people who already lived here or tried to, is more like genital mutilation. 

Interview 14 – “Trent” (66, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: Right, and do you do you think that the oil industry is concerned with reducing 
their impact on the environment? 

Trent: “Yeah I think they are; I think they are…And the people know that as well, but 
we've had [pause] you've heard the Native Americans that rebelled against it; they 
don't want it getting into the water supply. But we have the same type of issues like 
with Bear Butte, they claim that that's their sacred grounds of their ancestors and 
what have you. I'm not the one to call them a liar or anything like that, because it 
probably is…Other than that, they worry about cleaning up, keeping things where it 
doesn’t leak in the ground for the water, but I've seen where they need to take it 
their own hands and clean up their own towns and stuff.  They trash them. Like if you 
go to Pine Ridge, it’s just a trash town. So it's they need to practice what they're 
preach as far as keeping things clean.” 

Interview 39 – “Frank” (58, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “So about Mount Rushmore in particular, I was wondering what your thoughts 
were surrounding Mount Rushmore.” 

Frank: “[sigh] I find it interesting that attitudes and ideas change over time.  When 
Rushmore was first proposed, some of the residents [pause], and these were people 
who were alive during the Battle of Little Bighorn, when Custer came through.  They 
had a very specific thinking of what we consider to be the place where everything 
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originated.  I certainly understand the [pause] however you choose to refer to it: 
Indigenous, first people, First Nations [pause]. The tribes were upset that the Black 
Hills were being carved up, and then a little while later, which actually wasn’t that 
much later, Korczak Ziolkowski comes out and starts this huge carving of Crazy 
Horse.  To their credit, a lot of the same people who were upset about Mount 
Rushmore were upset about Crazy Horse.” 

Interview 19 – “Aaron” (22, Student in Residence) 

Will: “Do you think that anything can be done now to reverse, or not reverse, but to 
work toward reconciliation?” 

Aaron: “Yeah, we could definitely put more funding in the Department of Indian 
Affairs, put more federal aid to the reservations, because right now I believe [pause] 
you know Pine Ridge, that reservation specifically: for just the acreage [pause] the 
square miles of that place, it has the highest poverty in what, the Western 
Hemisphere?”  

Will: “I think so.” 

Aaron: “It’s savage out there. I think that would be a first step: helping the people 
get back onto their feet, and then then mending the broken bonds and, you know, 
bridges that we burned down by just making treaties, and then ignoring them or 
backstabbing sort of stuff.” 

Locals, Tourists, and Workers 

Interview 36 – “Jack” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “Cool, do you like working for Under Canvas; what’s that like?” 

Jack: “Yeah, working for Under Canvas is really cool, I have to work outside all day 
every day, so I always get some good exercise.  I get to not be cooped up in an office 
and make my own schedule and do things how I want to do them…The cool thing is 
that you get to talk with people from all over the world, make their experiences, and 
give them memories that will last their whole lives, so that’s cool.” 

Interview 39 – “Frank” (58, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “I was wondering what your thoughts were on tourism in this region.” 

Frank: “Tourism in the sense of the impact on the environment?” 

Will: “Just your overall sense but including that if you’d like.” 

Frank: “I like people to visit the Black Hills and learn about the Black Hills, but it is 
possible to love anywhere to death. Here’s how I look at it: it’s fun to have people 
you just met over to your house for dinner, but you can’t invite the entire city over 
and try to pack them into your house.  You need to regulate just a little bit, and I 
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understand that it becomes a tricky balancing act between, ‘Oh, do we want to have 
everyone over for dinner or do we want to schedule when we’re going to invite 
people over?’”. 

Interview 28 – “Lucy” (69, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “I think you’re right that being here in this region and seeing this, for many 
people…say if they live in Beijing, they never see this.  This might give them an 
unprecedented awareness of what’s important or what can be done with nature.” 

Lucy: “And speaking to that group especially, they don’t have clean air.  And when 
you come here and you step out of your car and you smell the pine trees, for some 
people that is an olfactory experience that they’ve never had.” 

Will: “I can only imagine living in the center of Beijing your whole life then coming 
here and it’s like this.” 

Lucy: “Yeah, and hopefully more will so we all as people of the world come together 
better.” 

Intergenerational Differences 

Interview 30 – “Liam” (23, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “Can you think of any other ways that we could maybe reach people to accept 
that [climate change is] happening and get the word out?” 

Liam: “It starts with the next generation, you know? You definitely can’t change the 
people that are here now, that are already older.  It’s gotta start from elementary, 
that’s gotta be something that they’re learning about, the environment.  People take 
it for granted, but if you don’t treat the environment good, you’re not gonna have a 
place to live at all eventually.” 

Will: “So you think that it’s better to start with young people because older people 
are more set in their ways?” 

Liam: “Yeah. You can’t change someone that is set, that already has their mind set 
on a thing.  Like my grandfather for example.  He has his mindset set a certain way, 
and you’re not changing that, no matter who you are or what you say.” 

Interview 37 – “Molly” (54, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “It’s hard to go in without preconceived notions, and so I’m trying to get out 
there and talk to everyone instead of picking and choosing, you know what I mean?” 

Molly: “There you go, because you could pick and choose who you talk to.  You could 
talk to nothing but 20-year-olds, and they’re gonna [pause], well they’re not gonna 
have a whole lot of intelligent things to say.” 
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Will: “Some of them do.” 

Molly: “You’re right, some of them do.  My kid is a country kid, he was a country boy.  
He’s gonna have insights that are more parallel to mine, as opposed to a kid who 
grew up in Denver, Colorado.  There’s a difference.  I have a 20-year-old foster 
daughter who is the most self-absorbed, obnoxious, little thing I ever met in my life, 
and I hope to God one day she grows up.  But my son is already more mature than 
her and understands a lot more and isn’t of the ‘Me, me, me’ generation.  He wasn’t 
raised that way.  By the time I got her, it was already a done deal.” 

Material Culture 

 

Figure A2: Aspects of contemporary material culture in Paha Sapa explored using interview 
data. 

Resource Use 

Individual Resource Use 

Interview 2 – “Arielle” (38, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “You mentioned that you try to take efforts in your everyday life to reduce your 
footprint on the environment. Do you do you think that these measures are simple or 
prohibitively expensive or [pause]?” 

Arielle: “I’ve looked into things like solar panels, and unfortunately at this point in 
my life, I can't afford them. It's a great concept and I would love to be able to be off 
the grid, but unfortunately at this point it's cost prohibitive for me and when is not 
really legal out here [pause] because that would be an awesome alternative.” 
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Interview 35 – “James” (23, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So yeah, those are all the questions I’ve got, but I was wondering if you have 
any final thoughts or any questions for me or anything like that.” 

James: “All I can say is you have opened my eyes to a lot of things about the 
environment and how bad we are affecting the environment.  To me, it was like 
nothing.  I would not notice anything until something starts burning my skin literally.  
I would just live as normal.  I can’t promise you that I’m gonna say, ‘I’ll change this, 
this, this’, it’s gonna take a while.  I have to have someone to push me to say, ‘Listen 
man, this is important’.  Before you came, it was like nothing.” 

Interview 27 – “Joe” (37, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “So do you think that the fast-paced culture of constant satisfaction and 
fulfilling short-term needs, do you think that’s counterproductive to environmental 
conservation?” 

Joe: “I think it is, because change takes a long time.  And the technology that we 
have, like I said, even a supercharger for that car takes an hour, where it takes 5 
minutes to fill a gas tank up.  But as we shorten that gap, what’s the rebuttal?  There 
is no argument that electric is better.  And not enough people have experienced it.  I 
went back to a family reunion, and no one had driven [a Tesla].  I let everyone drive 
it, and they say, ‘That’s a pretty amazing car’.  They’re like, ‘If I could, I would’.” 

Tourism Sector Resource Use 

Interview 13 – “Kate” (53, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Right and if you could use one word to describe the tourism here what would it 
be?” 

Kate: “Me personally, I hate it because of all the people that come in.” 

Will: “So it’s too crowded?” 

Kate: “Yes, right, but I mean, for our economy, we need it.” 

Interview 33 – “Linda” (28, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “I mean where I was during the Rally was chaos; I was in Deadwood and it was 
just huge.  Does the Rally [pause], what do you think about the Rally?” 

Linda: “It’s [pause] interesting.  I don’t know, it’s just there’s so many people who 
came just for the Rally, but it’s super spread out.  There were a lot of things going on 
here in Keystone; there were things going on in Hill City and Rapid City.  It’s like not 
only in Sturgis, but the whole area.  Someone said it goes far into Wyoming too.” 

Will: “Yeah, I imagine when they all go up to Devil’s Tower and stuff.” 
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Linda: “Swarms of people in one area is usually not good for said area, but since I 
think it’s so spread out, it would be better than if it was just in one area.” 

Interview 35 – “James” (23, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: Do you think American culture is wasteful? 

James: “I think this place [gestures to his surroundings in Keystone] is clean 
compared to Jamaica.  Like parts of Jamaica, you see garbage on the floor and 
everything… To me, it’s clean, it’s streets are clean, and the garbage truck goes 
around weekly.  It’s never off, it’s always on time, and they get their garbage 
disposed properly I guess, and they separate the cardboard boxes out and 
whatever.” 

External Systemic Resource Use 

Interview 27 – “Joe” (37, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Ok, so one word to describe the pipelines.” 

Joe: “That’s a tough one. Double-standard.” 

Will: “Meaning that the oil industry is held to a different standard, or that it’s a 
double-edged thing in that it’s good and bad?” 

Joe: “Both.  Why are we still giving subsidies to oil and gas? I mean it makes no 
sense.  We clearly know that they’re tearing up the ozone layer, and that’s global 
warming right there… And we still do have a lot of deteriorating of the environment 
to get to the product.  The fracking, that sort of stuff.” 

Interview 26 – “Quinn” (31, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “So we’ll bring it back to the environmental impact side of things. So we talked 
a little bit about the oil industry and pipelines, and it brings me to a different 
environmental issue that is more of a global phenomenon that a lot of people 
discuss, and this is the idea that by burning fossil fuels, we’re releasing greenhouse 
gases and cause the climate to change.  Do you believe that that is the case?” 

Quinn: “From what I read, I think so.  I think when people are using energy, they’ve 
got to find the best solution to not causing extra damage to the environment.  At the 
end of the day, I think we should not always go the cheapest route.  With big 
companies, that’s all they see is these numbers; they don’t see the environment.  
They say, ‘This is cheaper, let’s go with that’.” 

Interview 28 – “Lucy” (69, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “You’re right, actually I want to talk about a divisive issue, so as I’m sure you’re 
aware, the Dakotas have been the site of a lot of recent controversy concerning fossil 
fuel development in the Bakken in North Dakota, and also the construction of the 
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pipelines running through South Dakota, and I was wondering what your view on the 
pipelines was.” 

Lucy: “I’d have to say I straddle that issue, because I look toward the future.  It’s 
ridiculous to me that we have not grown to where we no longer need fossil fuels.  I’m 
shocked that we’re still mired in that issue, but since we are, we just have to be very 
very careful what we do with it and how we manage it.” 

Will: “Right, because I think that it’s unrealistic to expect us to snap our fingers and 
all of a sudden be rid of fossil fuels and onto renewable energy.  We need to make an 
incremental process, but that process has to happen...” 

Lucy: “I think one of the reasons why I’ve straddled the issue is because we’ve been 
dependent on Saudi Arabia and other countries, and unless we stop that, the 
political arena isn’t going to sort that out, and that’s not in anyone’s best interest in 
my opinion.  The people need to pay attention here, so that may be one step in the 
process that the United States has our amazing resources, and that’s the question.  
Should we be becoming independent from all those foreign interests?” 

Accommodation 

Tourist Accommodation 

Interview 34 – “David” (30, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “Are most of the people who stay here very wealthy, from your perspective?” 

David: “I would assume so just based on what people do.  We have VIP packages 
where they get taken on tours and stuff there.” 

Will: “How much does a VIP package cost?” 

David: “I think they’re like 4 or 5 thousand dollars for a couple nights and all your 
breakfast, lunch, and dinner included.  We have at least a couple VIP, at least a 
couple of those a week.” 

Interview 21 – “Lauren” (19, Student in Residence) 

Will: “So what do you think of tourism in the Black Hills?” 

Lauren: “I think it’s kind of a necessity.  This area makes most of its money during 
Rally Week.  It’s just something that I’ve always experienced.  At times, it’s good; at 
times, it’s bad.  I have to move in for college here during the end of Rally Week.  
Getting a hotel is impossible and driving without a motorcycle near you is 
impossible, but it also provides a lot of money to this area.” 
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Interview 33 – “Linda” (28, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So the Black Hills I guess, Paha Sapa, do you think that this region encourages 
people to become more immersed in nature as a whole, the tourism here, or do you 
think it’s mostly that they’re kind of at arms reach? Do most of the tourists here 
experience nature directly?” 

Linda: “You know, I’m not sure.  I feel like since everything is just driving, there’s 
maybe more of a disconnect, but there’s also a lot of activities that people can do.  
Like Under Canvas has a thing where you can buy different packages where you can 
go ziplining or rock climbing.  You can go to Sylvan Lake and go rock climbing, and 
kind of explore stuff like that…I’m not entirely sure on how people spend most of 
their time, but I feel like some of them try and get into nature when they come here.  
It’s like they’re trying to glamp and have fun, but they’re doing the touristy stuff like 
ziplining.  I like the idea of there being a guide for climbing at Sylvan Lake, so it helps 
people do a little bit of it.  It’s still a little disconnected, but it’s getting closer, you 
know what I mean?” 

Local Accommodation 

Interview 22 – “Rose” (33, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “I was thinking about what [Paha Sapa] will look like in in 50 years from now.” 

Rose: “I mean, there's that big huge apartment building back here, apartment 
buildings are going up like crazy.  It’s like, ‘Holy cow, where are all these people 
coming from?’… If everyone keeps getting their family to come here, then there's 
gonna be some major changes but it's already changed a lot since I left for 15-20 
years, and it's tripled in size since I left.” 

Work-Camping and RV Culture 

Interview 30 – “Liam” (23, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “Do you ever think about all the people who come through here and the 
environmental impact that all the travel causes?” 

Liam: “I definitely think about that with all the RVs.  I personally drove behind an RV 
yesterday, and it literally smelled like I was at the gas station.  It felt like I was at the 
gas station pumping gas.  It smelled like I had spilled some gas on me or something.  
And my girlfriend was like ‘Did you make sure you put the cap back on the gas 
tank?’, and I’m like ‘Listen, I definitely did, and I didn’t smell any of this gas until we 
got behind this RV’.  Those RVs definitely do not help the environment.” 

Interview 31 – “Lillian” (68, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So normally the first question I ask people is how long have you lived in 
Keystone and what’s your living situation and stuff here?” 
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Lillian: “Ok so my husband and I full-time in our motorhome; we worked in Keystone 
last season, and we came back this season.  So we’ve been here from about the 
middle of May and we’ll be here until September 6th, and then off we go in our 
motorhome again.” 

Will: “That’s crazy, so you just come for the summer months?” 

Lillian: “Yes, we are retired, but need to pay for new tires or whatever, and so you 
un-retire, and then you re-retire.” 

Interview 33 – “Linda” (28, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: Hey great well thanks again for your time.  It’s great sitting out here with 
Mount Rushmore in the distance and stuff.  Normally the first question I ask 
everyone is how long have you worked in this area? 

Linda: Two weeks, give or take a few days. 

Will: So you mentioned that you guys live in a van and you travel around? 

Linda: Yeah.  We’re kind of new to this area.  We wanted to come and check it out; 
do some hiking and climbing. 

Material Fulfillment 

Individual Needs 

Interview 31 – “Lillian” (68, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “Do you think that putting people in that sort of environment would help them 
understand that life is about more than just the newest iPhone or whatever.  You 
know, the newest material possessions.” 

Lillian: “Yeah.  I mean there’s already plenty of people that love camping and getting 
back to nature.  I’m a glamper myself.” 

Will: “What does [glamping] entail?” 

Lillian: “A toilet, a shower, a bed, a hard metal thing around me where if the wind’s 
blowing, the tent’s not flapping.  It’s like being at home, but you’re on wheels and 
you can be anywhere in it.  So I’m not a tent camper, and going back to nature, 
that’s way too far for me.” 

Interview 21 – “Carol” (54, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Carol: “We need to have more secure consumers who are like “yeah no, i don’t”. 
That would shut some of it down.” 

Will: “Do you think that it’s going in that direction now or the opposite?” 
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Carol: “I do, because you would not believe how many people come in or call me on 
the phone or buy my books and call me and tell me about the simpler, happier life, 
and that they don't need that crap to be somebody they’re not anymore.” 

Tourist Materialism, Expectations 

Interview 15 – “Danielle” (52, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “Okay so about tourism in general in the Black Hills and in Keystone; what are 
your thoughts on tourism in this region?” 

Danielle: “I've seen tourism in a lot of different places, and I think people, they over-
expect, and when things don't go exactly the way they feel they should go, they 
automatically seem to want to diss everything.” 

Will: “Like people on vacation, you mean?” 

Danielle: “Yeah, and, you know, like they read something online, and they just 
automatically think: well it should be like this, that's what it said online.” 

Interview 29 – “Fred” (70, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “I think that here in a place that’s in the shadow of a symbol of American 
democracy, it makes sense to see [a patriotic] sort of sentiment.” 

Fred: “I think you do.  So now after…now we’re in the waning phases of the tourist 
season, we get the catch-ups.  We get the people now who say ‘Oh my god Martha, 
we didn’t have a vacation, let’s go.  Where are we gonna go? Let’s go up to Mount 
Rushmore, we ain’t been there for 20 years’.  So now the front desk is seeing people 
from Kansas, from the midsection – the flatlanders that are coming to the 
mountains.  They see this as “the mountains”.  I guess they haven’t been to 
Colorado.  I had one lady who was actually complaining because she couldn’t 
breathe at this altitude.  We’re what, about 4500 feet here or something like that?  
It’s like ‘Whoa lady, you’d have a hard time in Denver’.” 

Interview 33 – “Linda” (28, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So what do you take away from [tourism] initially?” 

Linda: “There’s a lot to take away with tourism stuff.  Keystone’s pretty much just a 
tourist trap.  It’s like ‘Let’s go and get some souvenirs’ – all the generic bullshit…We 
did the Wildlife Loop [at Custer State Park], we did that and people like to stop in the 
middle of the street to take photos of the bison, and people on motorcycles  are 
getting really close to the bison.  I’m like ‘Oh my goodness, these are wild animals.  
You do know they can charge you, right?’.  So there’s smart tourists, and then there’s 
the gaper tourists – the ones that don’t really know what they’re doing – the ones 
that want to go pet the bison or spray their whole family with bear spray because 
they think it’s like bug spray.” 
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Consumerism in Society 

Interview 18 – “Paige” (43, Resident of Vermillion) 

Will: “It’s the whole American Exceptionalism [in relation to consumerism]” 

Paige: “We're a young country, right so we're just learning to not be so self-
absorbed… Relatively speaking, we’re not that young anymore, and we’re going 
through some growing pains.  If you somehow come up with human years for a 
country like they do dog years, we're still stupid and young, and hopefully that'll 
change. That's an optimistic view; hopefully we’ll learn how to get along, and not 
see ourselves as the narcissistic only player on this planet, and be ok with not having 
everything.” 

Interview 21 – “Carol” (54, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: But it's hard to know what to do about [climate change]? 

Carol: “It is…we have so many problems and where do you start? Of course, we 
should be living with cleaner energy, leaving more places for natural habitats, and 
changing our diets and the things that we eat. I'm a vegetarian; some of the animals 
that people choose to eat and the things that go with the farming and ranching of 
them [pause], but it comes down to lifestyle changes and what people expect, and 
the industries that are profiting out of our insecurities, and trying to sell us 
something. So you might as well come to the Black Hills and have fun, and visit 
Mount Rushmore to remember why we were here, and go to Crazy Horse and 
become a rebel again, and go back and live a little more simple life to use less 
resources!” 

Interview 33 – “Linda” (28, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “Well if you’ve lived a certain way your whole life and someone comes around 
and tells you to do it differently, it’s a lot harder than learning it that way in the first 
place.” 

Linda: “Yeah.  It’s like maybe just opening up their eyes.  My parents for example, or 
at least my mom.  She grew up with the mindset that you’ve gotta have a house, 
you’ve gotta work to get the house, work all the time to get the house, but now she 
sees how I live and what we do, and granted we did go on vacations a lot, we did the 
car camping type thing, but now she sees what we’re doing, and she’s trying to 
make those changes.” 

Will: “That’s good, you inspired her.” 

Linda: “A little bit, yeah.  It’s not a whole lot of changes, but she’s trying to get 
better food.  The food part, she’s working on.  My dad’s a meat and potatoes, and 
she loves vegetables.  She’s more susceptible to change, and it’s easy [pause] Instead 
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of forcing it upon someone, just say ‘Hey, this is how I do it and I love doing it, and it 
still works for me.  You could try it too if you want, and here’s how’.” 

Practices 

 

Figure A3: Aspects of contemporary practices in Paha Sapa explored using interview data. 

Transportation 

General Tourist Transportation 

Interview 45 – “Barry” (71, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “So usually you might stop in the Black Hills and then go somewhere else.  I 
take it you travel by car.” 

Barry: “On every previous trip except this one, we have driven from Wisconsin over.  
It’s about a 900-mile drive from where we are in Northern Milwaukee, Wisconsin to 
Rapid City.  So, on every previous trip, we’ve driven up, but on this trip, we chose to 
shorten the driving part of it.” 

Interview 11 – “Sarah” (63, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “So the first question I usually ask everyone who comes here to visit the Black 
Hills and Mount Rushmore and stuff is: How did you travel here?” 

Sarah: “By vehicle: automobile.” 

Will: “So you drove from St. Louis to here?” 

Sarah: “No we're on a long road trip, on our way and wanted to come here – we 
have been here multiple times.” 
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Will: “So you did the loop?” 

Sarah: “We did a long route from St. Louis, to Amarillo, to Phoenix, to Gallup, to 
Bishop, California, up into Yosemite, through Yellowstone, and all the way across 
and to here.” 

Motorcycles, Sturgis 

Interview 36 – “Jack” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So tell me what you think about the Sturgis Bike Rally and what it brings to the 
region.” 

Jack: “I thought it was cool, I thought it brought a lot of attention and energy to the 
Black Hills.  There were all these podcasts and interviews and recordings, and news 
shows about Sturgis, and promotions and advertisements.  When the people come 
here, it’s a whole ‘nother world.  All of a sudden, there are 700,000 bikes, and it’s 
just loud 24-7, but it is cool because you have a free bike show, and the other thing is 
it brings so much business and energy. There’s always a lot more nightlife when 
Sturgis is going on, and there’s a lot more traffic.” 

Interview 38 – “Samuel” (45, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “So this region in particular: in an ideal world everyone would come and treat it 
well.  Do you see that, or do you see people mistreating the landscape?” 

Samuel: “I think it happens everywhere to some scale or degree… I mean, there’s 
always some problems and issues.  For example, the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally is a 
huge economic driver, but every time you bring half-a-million motorcycles into a 
town of 5,000 for a week, it’s going to strain some things…” 

Will: “Ok so about the Bike Rally in particular, could you give me some of your 
thoughts on that?” 

Samuel: “Again, it’s something that does bring a lot of money and a big economic 
boost to the area.  Especially for a town of 5000, that’s kind of a big thing.  It does 
bring frustrations with it, especially if you’re driving…” 

Interview 3 – “Holly” (67, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “And on the subject of industry I want to ask you a few questions about the 
tourism industry. The tourism industry as a whole: what is your perception of 
increased tourism to and from this region – tourists coming from all over the US to 
visit Paha Sapa or the Black Hills?” 

Holly: “Well tourism is good for the Black Hills area but the sacred areas I don't think 
should be interfered with.” 

Will: “And do you see that happening more and more in the 21st century?” 
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Holly: “Oh, yes.” 

Will: “Where in particular?” 

Holly: “Over by Sturgis - Bear Butte. 

Will: “So, is it being altered in some way by the tourism industry or overfrequented?” 

Holly: “Well there's people building around it, coming in more and more and there 
are bars you know. Some of them like the motorcycle guy that was living along the 
highway by Sturgis [pause]. He's moving everything out, not right there at Bear 
Butte but in the area. And that's gonna cause a lot of people who made to be going 
through there you know coming and going.” 

Interview 41 – “Sean” (25, Student in Residence) 

Sean: [Following discussion on educational opportunities of tourism] “I’m sure a lot 
of people say this, but Sturgis is definitely a little bit annoying, because it’s just so 
freaking rowdy…I just view it as more of a nuisance, because I’m like “Oh, doesn’t 
help me”, and they’re just super loud and obnoxious for like 3 to 4 weeks and I can’t 
go anywhere without almost running into a biker.  So, I could do without that.” 

Environmental Treatment 

Environmental Education 

Interview 39 – “Frank” (58, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “What do you do in your role here?” 

Frank: “As a naturalist, I deal with everybody from 2 to 102, anyone who’s interested 
in learning more about the outdoors and outdoor skills, and that covers a pretty 
broad range.  We just try to help them understand where they fit in.  Because we’re 
all part of nature. We’re not above nature; we are part of nature, and you need to 
understand nature to understand where we all fit in and how we impact everything 
that goes on around us.  So that’s what I get to do.” 

Will: “That’s awesome, so you run the courses here?” 

Frank: “I create courses, or I’ll take courses that we have and I’ll lead them.  
Depending on the age group, it can be as simple as turning over rocks and looking at 
what’s underneath or looking at an entire landscape and looking at how this is going 
to change over time.  If a fire came through here, what would be the effects, what 
did it look like 100 years ago, 1000 years ago, blah-blah-blah?” 

Interview 6 – “Harry” (35, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “I mean what do you think would be the best strategy to get people to care 
more about the environment?” 
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Harry: “Just have ‘em raised up in it. I mean not to get religious, but even the Bible 
says to teach a kid in his youth or whatever and when he's old he ain’t gonna depart. 
If you learn to love it as a kid you're gonna love it when you’re old. If don't respect it 
when you’re a kid and don't respect anything like most kids anymore.” 

Interview 44 – “Caleb” (39, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “I’m interested in the courses you guys offer [at Outdoor Campus West] and 
how they encourage people to get out into nature more…Do you think that someone 
who maybe hasn’t had that experience [pause] do you think they are introduced to 
that experience?” 

Caleb: “It’s hard to say. I think that humans innately are born with a wonder of 
nature.  You’re either going to get removed from that, or you’re going to gravitate 
toward it.  So I think the people that come in, they’ve already got a thought of, “I like 
nature, I’ve got a desire for nature”.  A lot of people when they hear hunting and 
fishing, they think, ‘killing stuff’.  Yeah, it is, but to have life you must have death.” 

Interview 21 – “Lauren” (19, Student in Residence) 

Will: “So how do you think the best way to approach someone or help educate them 
on climate change would be – say for someone who doesn’t believe in it?” 

Lauren: “We’ve talked about how education from the beginning in school, with 
anything – educating people about technology, about climate change, about all 
kinds of things – can help, but after they’ve already had those beliefs, it’s very hard.  
You can’t just throw facts at them, because they will find “alternative facts”.  They 
can cherry-pick years where [temperature] does go down to refute that, and they 
have their confirmation biases on-hand, ready-to-go.  I think the way to change 
peoples’ minds is to start the next generation off right.” 

Will: “So start with kids?” 

Lauren: “Yes, get people understanding what’s happening.  Hopefully you can 
convince a few people here and there.  You can’t attack them with facts, you have to 
try to show them from an emotional side.” 

Tourism-related Environmental Treatment 

Interview 24 – “Summer” (21, Student in Residence) 

Will: “Ok so we talked a little bit about the environment and how it’s used as a 
tourist attraction in the Black Hills.  Do you think that the tourism creates a major 
impact on the environment, like harms the Black Hills by all the people who come 
through here? Is that an issue?” 

Summer: “I think it’s exciting to be a tourist in a place like the Hills.  And, you know, I 
think of Custer State Park; people go there to see the wildlife, so they want to learn 
about the wildlife that live there, but then you have locations like Deadwood and 
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Sturgis.  That’s just a lot of trash; that’s dirty. I definitely think it has…like what’s the 
purpose of the tourist? What’s their reasoning for coming out here?” 

Will: “Yeah, I definitely think that’s a good question, because people come here for 
different reasons.” 

Summer: “Exactly, like if you come out here to hike, then you’re not necessarily 
harming the environment, but if you come out here to ride a bike through it, maybe 
that’s harming the environment, I don’t know.” 

Interview 27 – “Joe” (37, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “That’s great, so just about Mount Rushmore for a little bit, do you think it fits 
well with the surrounding landscape and complements the Black Hills, or do you 
think it’s in opposition to the natural environment?” 

Joe: “I think it complements it.  I mean, obviously it took destruction to make it, but 
that granite was already here.  We utilized what was here; we didn’t bring in stuff.  
Now the parking structure and everything that’s around it, I think that some of that 
detracts from it.  That parking structure was built since I’ve been here, so some of 
that detracts, but the monument itself, no.  I think that enhances it.” 

Interview 36 – “Jack” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So, do you think that the people who come here, do they generally take good 
care of the environment? Do they litter? What sort of treatment do you think they 
give to the environment?” 

Jack: “From what I’ve seen here in the Black Hills, for the most part, they are pretty 
respectful of the environment.  Obviously every now and then, you’ll walk by that 
person who throws their cup on the ground, and you pick it up after them like, ‘What 
are you doing?’.  But for the most part, since we’re close to reservation land, and 
we’re also in prairie and fire hazard area, people for the most part have been pretty 
respectful.  I think now in today’s age, people realise they can get in trouble for it, so 
if they can get caught, they kind of think twice.  If you just throw a cigarette in the 
middle of a prairie out here, [makes fire noise], especially in August in South 
Dakota.” 

Interview 24 – “Summer” (21, Student in Residence) 

Will: “If you had to use one word to describe tourism in the Black Hills, what would it 
be?” 

Summer: “Excessive.” 

Will: “What about it is excessive?” 

Summer: “Just the commercialism, and like here in Deadwood, I also work for the 
museum, and so I feel like I’m asked more questions on the dramatic take of two 
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people who were here for three weeks in their lives [Lewis and Clark] instead of the 
Black Hills and their extensive geological history.” 

Will: “So what are some of the most [pause] If you had to name a few places in the 
Black Hills, which ones would you say are the most excessive tourism destinations?” 

Summer: “Keystone, Deadwood, I would say those mainly.” 

Will: “So Keystone – what about Keystone is excessive?” 

Summer: “Well it’s pushing these big monuments that were created.  Like, why are 
humans and Americans always wanting these big, gigantic unnatural things like 
Mount Rushmore?  I mean it’s really a neat patriotic thing, but let’s be honest – who 
looks at a rock and is like ‘I’m going to carve some faces in that and it’s going to 
become a huge monument!’.” 

Systemic Environmental Treatment 

Interview 36 – “Charlotte” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “Do you think that [natural areas in Paha Sapa are] well-maintained by the 
park services?” 

Charlotte: “I think they are for the most part.  They try to be well maintained and 
think it's more like the areas that aren't like considered national parks are always a 
mess – like full of trash and people just don't take care of it.” 

Interview 19 – “Aaron” (22, Student in Residence) 

Will: “I was wondering what you thought about the regions like state and national 
parks?” 

Aaron: “The people who live here their perception of the national parks? 

Will: Your personal perception 

Aaron: “I feel like it's very important, and having national parks and being able to 
explore those types of areas being preserved in their most natural you know, 
pristine, you could say, environment, is quite the sight, I think. I think it's very 
important to any country really, and should be a state’s priority to preserve what the 
state was originally founded on, what it used to look like.” 

Interview 37 – “Molly” (54, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So you think that comparatively speaking, they do a pretty good job of 
preserving the environment [in Paha Sapa]? 
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Molly: “I think that this is one of [pause] I think the National Parks Service is good 
across the United States, and I do believe that in the Dakotas they’ve done an 
extremely good job of it.” 

Will: “So if you could give me one word to describe tourism in the Black Hills [pause]” 

Molly: “Oh Lord, wow.  Balanced.” 

Will: “So do you mean with people and the environment, or what ways?” 

Molly: “Yes.  They’re not creating, they’re not taking away from the natural beauty, 
from the ecosystem, from the resources.  They’re not taking away from those things 
in order to create things for tourists.  They’re making the best of what’s already here.  
Land that was already here, that kind of thing.” 

Interview 36 – “Jack” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “I think that obviously the scale of the protest that took place [at Standing 
Rock], it made people more angry.” 

Jack: “They just don’t seem to think of a better way to do it. Why do we have to have 
a pipeline here?” 

Will: “I guess it’s a tricky situation, because we’re not just going to switch from fossil 
fuels overnight.” 

Jack: “No, we’re not, but there has to be a switch at some point to where we stop 
building up fossil fuels.  The only way to make that change is to stop enabling the 
distribution of fossil fuels.  If you cut off the distribution, then there’s no way to use 
it.” 

Recreation 

Tourist Activities and Attractions 

Interview 14 – “Trent” (66, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “Do you see [the benefits of tourism] distributed in the community? 

Trent: “Definitely, yeah it plays all the parts of all the little towns in the Hills. We 
have a lot of tourist towns like Keystone, and Hill City, and Custer and you know all 
them little towns like that. They make extra money, they depend on the tourists, and 
the tourists are coming to see that. Plus the Black Hills itself, I mean you know, a lot 
of them are starting to come just to see Mount Rushmore or to see the Crazy Horse, 
and they'll be coming back I'm sure to see how it's progressed.” 
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Interview 31 – “Lillian” (68, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “So tourism in this region, apart from the Bike Rally, do you have generally 
good feelings about the way that tourism operates in this region?” 

Lillian: “Yes.  So the first time I was at Mount Rushmore was about 60 years ago, and 
I was just a kid with my family.  I remember Rushmore, but the other memory I have 
is of Cosmos, the phenomenon, what do they call it? It’s geographic, but the gravity 
or whatever is different up there.  My husband says ‘Well they just built the building 
askew, and it’s an optical illusion’.  I swear up and down it’s not, because I don’t 
even have to be in the building before the tour even takes you in the building, I start 
getting a headache and sick to my stomach.” 

Immersion in Nature 

Interview 26 – “Quinn” (31, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: Ok, so I forgot to ask earlier about tourism as a whole in the Black Hills, do you 
think it’s a good industry as a whole for this region? 

Quinn: Yeah, I think it’s good and necessary. With the land and the beauty that we 
have, we have to leverage that, and I think it’s really good that people get to see 
nature out here, going hiking and seeing the lakes. 

Will: At least for me, it’s helped me appreciate it more.  Maybe people who don’t see 
nature a lot would get a lot from coming here.  That’s kind of what I’m getting at 
with my research.  In order to really appreciate nature, you have to be a part of it. 

Quinn: I think it’s just the culture that’s here.  Even the little things, like for example, 
having camping equipment and a way to get water, all my friends are like “let’s get 
it, because we’re all going”.  We just go out for the weekend. 

Interview 11 – “Sarah” (63, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “So you think you think that your exposure to the environment in your youth 
helped you appreciate it?” 

Sarah: “Oh absolutely, and my parents always had like a little spot of land in the 
country where we went on Sunday or something like that. And we have done the 
same thing – we're doing that for our children and grandchildren.” 

Will: “Do you think it’s safe to say if you lived in the middle of the city and you never 
got out, do you think that you would understand it in the same way that you do 
today?” 

Sarah: “No, and that's why I think is so important for those people to be exposed to 
it, and that needs to occur more.” 
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Will: “Do we run the risk in present day society as we become more technologically 
advanced [pause] Do we run the risk of keeping people away from the environment 
too much?” 

Sarah: “Oh absolutely, especially in the city. I mean, they're becoming even more 
cloistered inside themselves, not even in a community…At least out there, you can 
see farther than the house next to you. That's important.” 

Interview 39 – “Frank” (58, Resident of Paha Sapa) 

Will: “So you think the number of people who come here to see the rest of the 
environment [apart from Mount Rushmore] has increased?” 

Frank: “Definitely.” 

Will: “So people know more about the region.  Why do you think they know more? Is 
it because of the educational tools that are available?” 

Frank: “I think part of it is word of mouth; part of it is accessibility... I think it has 
changed; people have become more environmentally aware, and they understand 
that there are unique ecosystems.  We’ve been described as an island of pine in a sea 
of grass, because we are surrounded by the plains.  We are the westernmost reach 
of some eastern species, and the easternmost reach of some western species, so it’s 
a really unique microecosystem where you can see stuff, and I think people have 
started to pick up on that as they become more environmentally aware.” 

Observations of Cultural Change 

Between Historical Cultures 

Interview 36 – “Jack” (21, Seasonal Worker) 

Will: “Well [tourists] go back in time to some extent to see the Wild West, but not 
further back, or not that whole element that was happening during the Wild West.” 

Jack: “That kind of goes to kind of what they were taught and what they think about 
American history, so depending on where everybody grew up, what they’ve learned 
about the Wild West is different.  To some people, the Wild West is all gunfights and 
casinos.  To other people, the Wild West is Indians and war, or railroads, or 
whatever… Some people picture the Wild West as all this bureaucratic and economic 
disaster, you know?  There’s a lot of very different ideas.” 

Will: It’s a very fascinating history, there’s so many elements of it, and you can’t 
possibly learn everything about everything, but I was wondering, do you believe 
there’s enough representation of the Indian history of this land.  Do you think there’s 
enough [pause]? 

Jack: “I do think there’s enough in the sense that it does make people aware.  There 
are shops and signs and art and advertisements, so to speak.  They’re kind of 
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advertising the Indian or Native American culture.  However, I think that’s mainly all 
that people are interested in is what they can produce.” 

Will: “So kind of superficial?” 

Jack: “Yeah, they’re not really interested in: where are they actually living now? are 
they working? They’re not really interested in that stuff.  Like, where are they going 
to school; where’s their education?” 

Within Tourism & Recreational Area over time 

Interview 45 – “Barry” (71, Visitor/Tourist) 

Will: “Actually I have a few questions about Mount Rushmore specifically.  When you 
see Mount Rushmore, what does it symbolise to you?” 

Barry: “It’s changed over the years, they’ve really done a lot more with the area 
surrounding it.  Obviously, the sculptures themselves haven’t changed, but the whole 
area where you approach it.  It gives me a sense of the country and the permanence 
of where we come from.  As a sidenote, I’ve been to Europe probably ten times, and 
of course when you go to Europe, what they always want to show you is all the old 
buildings, all the cathedrals, all the old churches.  So, my response to the folks that I 
knew over there and have travelled with is that we have something in the US that 
you don’t get in Europe.  They say, ‘What’s that?’.  I say, ‘An ongoing democracy’.” 

Between Seasons 

Interview 43 – “Leo” (23, Student in Residence) 

Will: “So you think that tourism [pause] Is it too touristy, is it a good balance? How 
would you describe it?” 

Leo: “I can say, just based of my experience, they don’t have too much tourist 
attraction.  I mean, don’t get me wrong, when it actually happens, when special 
events happen, it gets overpopulated, I mean, extremely overpopulated.  I like it; I 
don’t mind it, because there are some benefits to the people who live here, but there 
are some drawbacks.  You lose a lot of street because it’s backed up bumper-to-
bumper.  When the events are over, then it actually dies down and everything gets 
back to quiet.  Everything gets cleaned up; it’s like it never happened.” 
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AFTERWORD: A JOURNEY TO REMEMBER 

 

A Journey to Remember 
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Thank you for taking the time to read my thesis.  In this last section, I wanted to share a few 

memories from my journey through an informal scrapbook-style presentation of 

photographs.  Paha Sapa continues to teach me much about the world and myself, and I am 

incredibly grateful for the opportunity to experience it. 

 

 
 
 
The granite “core” of Paha 
Sapa, viewed from the summit 
of Hinhan Kaga Paha/Black Elk 
Peak. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

On my way to visit Crazy Horse 
Memorial for the first time, I 
drove through a powerful 
thunderstorm.  When I arrived 
at the monument, the storm 
cleared, and two rainbows 
could be seen in the distance. 
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Lone Bison at Bear Lodge 
(Devil’s Tower).  The “Lone 
Bison” seemed to be a recurring 
theme throughout my trip, as 
the other photos on this page 
illustrate.  As I researched more 
about the history of the bison 
and its past and present 
significance to Native peoples in 
the region, this theme took on a 
more somber and poetic 
dimension. 

 
 

 
 
 
Here’s one near Washun 
Niya (Wind Cave National 
Park). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

…and another in eastern 
Wyoming. 
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A conversation with the River 
Guardian at Standing Rock. 
Would have invited him to come 
for a cruise, but he was working 
a double. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The extent of off-roading the 
Winnie could handle, on the 
way to the Sundance Grounds 
at Standing Rock. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At Standing Rock, while the 
famous protest may be over, the 
spirit and energy that it 
awakened are far from 
forgotten.  The fight goes on in 
spite of, and because of, the 
battles that have been lost. 
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Some great friends I met along 
the way, at the top of the aptly 
named Friendship Tower.  I’d 
like to think that these are the 
types of relationships Seth 
Bullock had in mind when he 
built the place. 

 

 

 

 

Devil’s Bathtub, a short hike 
from Spearfish Canyon 
Highway.  At the time this 
photo was taken, I was 
regretting leaving my 
swimsuit in the RV (Photo by 
Amanda Conway). 

 

 

 

 

 

My partner Rebecca at the 
Cathedral Spires, on the walk 
to Hinhan Kaga Paha/Black Elk 
Peak.  It worked out well that 
she was able to do some of her 
PhD lab work from Utah State 
University, and we were able to 
meet up on the last leg of the 
trip. 



392 

 

Even at the top of Black Elk 
Peak, in a nature preserve away 
from the cities, the cultural 
divide in Paha Sapa is on full 
display.  “American” has been 
scratched out and replaced with 
“Native”, which has itself been 
aggressively lacerated. 

 

 

 

A photo of the mountain 
presently known as 
Mount Rushmore, taken 
from the UCMR 
courtyard.  It’s interesting 
how small the carvings 
look when the frame is 
widened to include more 
of Paha Sapa, and when 
one is not standing 
beneath the presidents’ 
imposing faces… 

 

 

Prairie dawn from the summit of 
Bear Butte. I am reminded of 
the potential for renewal and 
self-determination, even in light 
of failures and transgressions in 
the past.  Each day, from the 
moment the sun rises and we 
awaken in our respective 
individual lives, we as a species 
decide who we wish to be. 


