
Settler Governance in An Age of Sorrow Topical Background 

The Carlisle Indian Industrial School (CIIS) was founded by Richard Henry Pratt under 

the infamous “Kill the Indian and save the man” philosophy.1The CIIS was a deconstructive 

institution focused on the cultural eradication and assimilation of Indigenous Peoples through the 

reprogramming of Native children from nearly 50 tribal nations.2 The last federally run 

residential school in the United States closed in the late 20th century, and the last residential 

school in Canada was closed in 1996.3 The legacy of residential schools and the intrapersonal 

and generational trauma they cause runs deep, spanning centuries. The fight for reparations for 

the hundreds of children who died at CIIS remains ongoing to this day.4  

The United States recognizes 573 tribal sovereign nations,5 acknowledged by the 

Constitution, particularly in facilitating trade and commerce6. However, this recognition does not 

prevent settler governance and colonialism from infringing upon tribal nations’ sovereignty, or 

right to govern. For instance, in 2010, the Haudenosaunee Nationals Lacrosse team, representing 

the Iroquois Confederacy, was forced to forfeit the lacrosse world championship when the 

United Kingdom refused them entry into England. British officials claimed that the team 

members Haudenosaunee passports lacked proper security features to permit international flying, 

highlighting the tenuous nature of their recognized sovereignty7. Audra Simpson introduces the 

concept of “refusal” as a powerful response to settler colonial structures8. This political stance, 

exemplified by the lacrosse team’s rejection of U.S. and Canadian citizenship, reaffirms 

Indigenous sovereignty and challenges the pervasive settler governance.9 However, the U.S. 
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continues to operate under a colonial framework that often disregards and undermines 

Indigenous communities, as defined by the Cornell School of Law.10 The act of refusal 

challenges and opposes these structures by rejecting the overarching governance in favor of 

Indigenous political systems. 

For the United States to respect tribal nation sovereignty, it would need to confront its 

role both historically and ongoing in Indigenous dispossession, the effects of the Indian Act of 

1876, and specific violence against Indigenous women.11 This recognition is complex and 

political, and while Indigenous governments assert self-determination, settler perspectives deeply 

entrenched in society make a return to a precolonial governance structure unlikely.12 Simpson’s 

work critically examines these issues, advocating for recognition, reparations, and a genuine 

acknowledgement of Indigenous sovereignty. 
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