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The Bearer of This Letter is an interesting but
narrowly focused study of the use of writing on
the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation located in
north-central Montana. The title refers to the writ-
ten passes that tribal members needed from an
Indian agent to leave their reservations in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The
contents are adapted from Mindy J. Morgan’s 2001
Indiana University doctoral dissertation, “Alter-
nating Literacies: An Ethnohistorical Examination
of Literacy Ideologies on the Fort Belknap Indian
Reservation, Montana.”

Morgan found in her study that “English liter-
acy was initially something to be endured; it was
a technology that limited rather than liberated the
local population” (p. 6). English was initially used
for trade and diplomacy, and one of the first uses
of writing was written treaties that progressively
dispossessed American Indian tribes of their
lands. Morgan argues, “Writing was not seen as a
creative expression of the individual mind but
rather as an act of power by the larger colonial
state” (p. 10). It “was not merely a tool for assimi-

lation but a symbol of assimilation” (p. 12). How-
ever, in their attempt to wrest control of their
lives back from Indian agents appointed by the
U.S. government, the Gros Ventre and Assiniboine
of Fort Belknap sent written petitions in English
to Washington DC, seeking redress of their griev-
ances. While the functions of literacy remained
limited in the first half of the twentieth century,
literacy did have uses that included formalizing
marriages and defining land ownership. Unlike
many Indian reservations in the United States
that encompassed only one “tribe,” the Fort Belk-
nap Reservation has two Indian nations, the Gros
Ventre and the Assiniboine, that speak very differ-
ent languages, and thus English became a lingua
franca for the operation of their tribal govern-
ment as well as for their dealings with the federal
government.

A broad assimilationist tide worked against
the use of Indian languages and cultures and in
favor of English with few exceptions. The U.S. gov-
ernment and most Americans exhibited an “ideol-
ogy of contempt” for Native languages and cul-



tures (p. 18). However, Jesuit priests who estab-
lished missions at Fort Belknap and elsewhere
had a history of multilingualism and scholarly
work that led them to study and learn Native lan-
guages. Another exception to this general con-
tempt was a New Deal federal writers project dur-
ing the Great Depression that hired local writers
to record traditional stories and other cultural
materials.

With the post-World War II Indian self-deter-
mination and civil rights movements a new inter-
est in the past was aroused, and in the 1960s revi-
talization of traditional dances provided a venue
for Native languages. “Language was the primary
way of asserting Native identity” (p. 186). After
the passage of the Bilingual Education Act in 1968,
the Fort Belknap public schools established bilin-
gual education programs, and classes at Fort Belk-
nap Community College complemented these lim-
ited efforts at revitalization after it opened in
1982. Morgan was curriculum coordinator at this
tribal college from 1996 to 2000, and she notes,
“Tribal colleges have become key sites for lan-
guage instruction” with the use of Total Physical
Response (TPR) and other teaching methods that
do not focus on reading and writing (p. 209). The
repeal of the Bilingual Education Act with the pas-
sage of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 has
meant a stronger “English-only” emphasis in pub-
lic schools at Fort Belknap and across the United
States. However, Fort Belknap and other tribal
colleges have retained their strong commitment
to tribal languages. One of the interests of
younger tribal members is the special language
used in Sun Dances and other rites, but class-
rooms are not seen as an appropriate place for
this ceremonial language.

The Gros Ventre language is much more se-
verely endangered than the Assiniboine language,
also called Nakota, because the Assiniboine lan-
guage is related to Lakota and Dakota spoken in
eastern Montana and the Dakotas for which dic-
tionaries, grammars, and other language materi-
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als were produced in the nineteenth century with
the help of missionaries. One of the focuses of
Morgan’s book is the local attitude toward devel-
oping orthographies for the Gros Ventre and
Assiniboine languages with some speakers seeing
their languages as oral with no place for writing,
which is a “white man’s thing.” When writing was
seen as something important issues of standard-
ization arose. A standard way to write the lan-
guage makes it easier to share language materials,
but it also erases important dialectal differences.

The reference to “language ideologies” in
Morgan’s subtitle refers to various attitudes about
language, including “language experts”; dialecti-
cal issues on how words should be pronounced;
the appropriateness to write a previously oral lan-
guage; and, if orthography is adopted, the poten-
tial standardization of that orthography. Readers
interested in the role of language ideologies that
Morgan discusses would benefit from examining
Paul V. Kroskrity and Margaret C. Field’s edited
book Native American Language Ideologies: Be-
liefs, Practices and Struggles in Indian Country
(2009), which includes case studies that throw fur-
ther light on the diversity of issues facing tribal
language revitalization efforts among different In-
dian nations. In addition, Kroskrity’s chapter enti-
tled “Language Renewal as Sites of Language Ide-
ological Struggle: The Need for ‘Ideological Clarifi-
cation” (downloadable at http://jan.ucc.nau.edu/
~jar/ILR/ILR-6.pdf) emphasizes the need for un-
derstanding the history of particular Indian na-
tions and addressing their perceived wants and
needs and backs up Morgan’s contention that
“one size does not fit all” in indigenous language
revitalization efforts.

As I mentioned at the start of this review, this
book is an interesting but narrowly focused study
of one aspect of one U.S. Indian reservation. Over-
all it supports the findings of more general studies
about the colonization of Indian nations and how
these nations have increasingly reasserted their
sovereignty in recent years and how that reasser-
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tion often involves efforts to revitalize their in-
digenous languages and cultures.
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