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the elevator, where she rarely met another soul. Although she might occasion-
ally encounter physical plant workers and delivery people, her communica-

tion with them was minimal.
The first time I accompanied Debbie on this walk, I was amazed at her

knowledge of these buildings and their intricate layouts, and the fact that
there was a back door to the museum accessible to students. I was even more
impressed by her decision to take this circuitous route, which took forty-five
minutes, rather than the more efficient 15-minute walk directly down the
street between her room and the museum.. It was not long before I began to
recognize the value she placed on avoiding contact with other students. When
I asked Debbie why she chose such a route, she said she needed to go out of
her way to not see anyone who knew her or might look at her like she is "from
another planet." To those from the larger student population at this univer-
sity, her behavior might seem strange. To some American Indians, however,
her choice makes sense and can be interpreted a.c; one way of acting in a cultur-
ally appropriate manner and maintaining her cultural integrity {Deyhle,
1995). By discovering and using the route she did, Debbie demonstrated her
ability to "fly under the radar screen" and to make herself less visible to others
on campus, actions that had strategic pu~ses and allowed her to interact

minimally with others throughout her day.
In order to be a "good" Indian and a "good" student simultaneously, Deb-

bie employed strategies that allowed her some control over how visible (or in-
visible} she would be to others in the institution. The fact that Debbie had
some control over the amount of distance between herself and others (i.e.,
her degree of visibility) remains a major finding of my original study (Brayboy,
1999) and a challenge to many theories of accommodation, assimilation, and
resistance (e.g., Fordham &Ogbu, 1986; Ogbu, 1987; Tinto, 1993).2

In this article, I explore the ways in which the situations, views, and actions
of American Indian students attending Ivy League universities in the late
1990s reflect larger societal beliefs and practices about the perceived "place"
and status of American Indians in U.S. society. I examine the experiences and
hardships that three American Indian students encountered at two presti-
gious Ivy League institutions in order to understand the nature and chal~
lenges of their everyday lives. I argue that American Indian students are both
visible and invisible on such campuses in ways that contribute to their mar-
ginalization, oppression, and surveillance. By surveillance, I refer to being
closely watched in a way that controls one's identity and actions (Phelan, 1995;

Vizenor, 1998)..
Surveillance can take multiple forms, such as White peers asking American

Indian students if they can "clean up the mess in the classroom" (mistaking
them for housekeeping staff), or White students questioning Anierican Indian
students' admission status with statements like, "You are American Indian?
Wow, you must have really benefited from affirmative action. You must have
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gotten in everywhere." Surveillance can also occur when White peers place
American Indian students in the role of either the romantic "Other" (e.g.,
with comments like, "Can you talk to us about what it took for you to be here,
having grown up on the reservation?") or as a savage who is "intimidating" be-
cause a student is quiet and reserved. As a result, American Indian students
use strategies to make themselves less visible to the dominant population, thus
minimizing the surveillance and oppression they experience on a daily basis. I
conclude that, althoQgh the use of such'strategies does not eradicate the mar-
ginal status of American Indian students in school communities, the strategies
make sense when viewed through the lens of cultural integri~ (Deyhle, 1995).

Cultural integri~ refers to a set of beliefs, and actions directly linked to
these beliefs, that are shared by a group of people. The beliefs are free from
outside influences and are "distinct and independent tradition[s] " (Deyhle,

1995, p. 28). Individuals who participated in this study described this notion
of cultural integri~ in terms of their "lndianness" or "those things that make
me [and others] Indian or tribal." These students used strategies that helped
them maintain a connection with their cultural and tribal backgrounds, and
thus preserved their individual and group identities within an uncomfortable
and often oppressive context. It also allowed them to succeed academically:
each student graduated from his or her university and achieved a minimum
grade point average of 3.2.

Doing a Fancy Dance: Methods and Methodology

The data I present come out of a larger two-year ethnographic study that re-
lied on participant observation, interviews, focus groups, and institutional
documents to examine the experiences of seven American .Indian students at-
tending two Ivy League institutions. I attended class, studied, ate, and social-
ized with these students. I aJso accompanied each of the students to theirfam-
iIy homes during semester and summer breaks. In the original, study, I focused
on the academic, social, financial, cwtural, psychological, and politicaJ costs
and benefits of being academkaJly successful for these individuals. I became
increasingly interested in the ways that the stlldents in the study developed
strategies for maintaining their cultural sense of self (what they called their
Indianness) while simultaneously thriving academically. In other words, the
students found ways to be both good Indians and good students.

It is important to note that my role as a researcher and an Indi?;enous person
is complicated in the reporting of Heather's, Tom's, and Debbie's experiences.
I offer my analysis from both viewpoints in this text.:! I aJso hold graduate de-
greesfrom an Ivy League university, so my anaJysis in this article is professional,
cultural, and experientiaJ. I understand what it means to be an Indi?;enous per-
son and ha'\le a grasp of the demands to be both a good Indian and a good stu-
dent. My anaJysis, then, is multilayered and has a range and variation in its con-
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clusions. I use knowledge as an Indigenous person to explore the personal
implications of (in)visibility, and my knowledge as an Ivy-educated person to an-
alyze the larger strUctural implications of the in (visibility).

I have decided to use the terms visibility and invisibility in my analysis of
space management and issues of cultural integrity because they capture the
dynamic and complicated nature of the American Indian students' relation-
ship to the institution and the actors in it.. By using these terms, I capture the
ways tWo seemingly opposing states are intimately related, explain the compli-
cated role of individual agency, and describe the ways individuals respond to
issues of marginalization and surveillance. For the students in this study, their
visibility and invisibility simultaneously create and are created by processes of
marginalization, exclusion, assimilation, and oppression. By focusing on the
policies and practices of the institution in relation to American Indian stu-
dents' (in)visibility, this work contributes to an understanding of the dynamic
relationship betWeen historical structures or processes and the everyday expe-
riences of individual actors (Holland & Lave, 2001).

Specifically, I examine the following three questions. One, in what ways do
these students make themselves (in)visible in educational settings and spaces
and to what ends? Two, in what ways do institutions and their agents make
American Indian students (in)visible in educational settings and spaces, and
to what end? Three, what is the relationship among (in)visibility, marginal-
ization, surveillance, and cultural integrity?

Visibility, Marginalization, Surveillance, and Cultural Integrity

Owens (2001) has argued that American Indians must hide behind the masks
created by White America in order to be the Indian that Whites want to see.
Shanley (200 I) argues similarly that America loves its Indians as long as they
are hidden from view. I would extend this argument to U.S. institutions of
higher education - see King and Springwood (1996) and Spindel (2000) for
examples that document the use of Native Americans as team mascots. On the
other hand, postcolonial literature frequendy argues that visibility - often in
the form of voice and perspective - is one important vehicle for addressing
processes of marginalization and the silencing of underrepresented, margin-
alized, colonized peoples (e.g., Fanon, 1967; Grossberg, 1997; Hall, 1991).
Like Phelan (1995), however, I am not totally convinced that invisibility is al-
ways negative and visibility is inherendy positive. hooks (1990) makes a similar
point when she calls for the margins to serve as sites of resistance and affirma-
tion, rather than simply as wastelands of passivity and destruction.5 That is, in-
dividuals can be powerful and resistant when they are hidden. In this article I
argue that avoiding surveillance can - like being in the margins - be a
source of strength.

Phelan (1995) also argues that the binary distinction between the power of
visibility and the impotence of invisibility is misrepresentative. She notes that
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there is real power in remaining unmarked and that there are serious limita-
tions to visual representations as a political goal. In the September 11 after-
math, for example, Muslims became marked as visible Others. This was com-
plicated further by the visions that many Americans had of what a Middle
Easterner or Muslim looked like. For example, in Salt Lake City, Utah, a man
tried to set on fire a restaurant owned by East Indian Punjabis (Cantera,
2001). In this case, the man's (false) image of a Muslim was more important
than whether the owners of the restaurantwe~e actually Muslim. In this way,
visibility - real or imagined- offered serious limitations for the restaurant
owners and for the man who tried to set it on fire.6

Phelan (1995) also argues that visibility becomes a trap when it summons
surveillance by the law (or, I would argue, by anyone holding power), voyeur-
ism, fetishism, and the colonialist appetite for possession. For American Indi-
ans, this means that being watched or located as a noble savage or romantic
Other, being fetishized, or being identified as someone from the past is con-
stricting and paralyzing. Vizenor (1994, 1998) specifically discusses the sur-
veillance of Indigenous people through their visibility as the invented Other.
He notes that the image of the Indian produced by the dominant society is
"treacherous and elusive in histories [that] become the real without a referent
to an actual tribal remembrance" (p. 8). Vizenor also argues that the image of
the Indian is invented and does not exist within tribal communities, but has
been created by Whites in dominant society to fulfill their need to create and
own a "real Indian" that they can control and manipulate. The need for con-
trol and manipulation by members of dominant society influences their cre-
ation of an image that is visible and that suits their own agenda. Still other In-
digenous scholars (Almeida, 1997; Kaomea, 2000, 2001) have noted the role
of invisibility and visibility among Indigenous peoples, observing that Indians
are beloved (or romanticized) when they fit a particular image but loathed
when they fit another. There are few images of American Indian people that
fall somewhere in between.

.I do not mean to suggest that American Indians do not have a sense of what
their Indianness means to them. My point is that this image often contradicts
what the media, larger society, and non-Native individuals hold for American
Indian people..In this study and in previous work, I found that Indians were
seen variously by their classmates, administrations, and institutions as roman-
tic Others, welfare mongers, whiners who need to get over past injuries, affir-
mative action babies, and noble savages (Brayboy, 1999). In contrast, the
American Indian individuals viewed themselves as viable citizens contributing
to the dominant society and to their tribal nations, as well as individuals capa-
ble of both honoring their cultural and spiritual ways and being admitted to
Phi Beta Kappa at elite institutions of higher education.

In a race- and color-conscious society, it is inevitable that race and color are
issues for the students in this study. Almost all of them concluded that the cost
of being visible was rarely mitigated by the benefits associated with that visibil-
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i~. It is worth mentioning that individuals cannot always control theirvisibil-
i~. They become visible because of their physical appearances as well as by
their words and actions. The examples of Debbie, Tom, and Heather illustrate
that the ways individuals become visible are based marginally on the ways they
present themselves and more substantiaIlyon the background, experiences,
and visions of the seer, as weI1 as the context in which they are being seen. The
same individuals are seen differen tly, depending on who is seeing them and
when. They also view themselves differently, based on the context and situa-
tion. The co-construction of self, how students view themselves, how they are
viewed by others, and the importance of the context becomes complex, com-
plicated, and varied.

Although being a visible American Indian does not necessarily have to be
problematic, it currently is, due to the racialized nature of social relations in
the United States and the history of colonization of the Americas with its ac-
companying oppression of Indigenous peoples. Owens' (2001) idea that pres-
ent-day American Indians must hide behind a mask created by White America
refers to the unfortunate reality that members of dominant groups in the
United States often have inaccurate perceptions of the norms, traditions, and
values of American Indians. These inaccurate perceptions lead to harmfulste-
reo typing, a lack of understanding, and behavior motivated by racist views and
assumptions. Marginalized from and misunderstood by the larger socie~,
American Indians are constantly under surveillance. Other researchers have
discussed the simultaneous "presence" and "absence" of colonized Indige-
nous peoples and other disenfranchised groups in the United States in terms
of invisibili~:

In the case of indigenous peoples, migrants, women, and working-class students,
the historical movement has been from an outright namelessness and invisibility
to an inclusion in public discourses and human sc~ences as colonized.. deficit hu-
man subjects. This ontology of simultaneous presence and absence continues.
Cultural imperialism involves a paradoxical state where the colonized are ren-
dered invisible and marked as different, at once both absent and present.
(Young, cited in Luke, 1995-1996, p. 38)

Tom, Debbie, and Heather are simultaneously visible and invisible, marked
and absent. Their visibility as American Indians and members of formerly col-
onized groups and their need to preserve their cultural integrity motivate
their desire to make themselves as invisible or visible as possible within certain
contexts.

An American Indian may choose to make him- or herself less visible as a way
to avoid romanticization, marginalization, and surveillance, while actively
maintaining their sense of cultural integrity or Indianness. Striving for invisi-
bility (a state that can never be entirely reached), individuals may behave in
ways that make them less noticeable to others, which becomes a strategic re-
sponse to oppression and surveillance. In this way, invisibility can be a con-
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scious choice and an active state with certain beneficial results. For at least two
of the individuals in this study, this was true. At the same time, however, there
are certain costs associated with invisibility and visibility. Below, I examine visi-
bility and invisibility as strategic responses to oppressive circumstances, the
ways these strategic responses enabled individuals to maintain cultural integ-
rity, and the immediate short-term costs associated with invisibility.

The Context: Prospect and Sherwood Universities

Prospect and Sherwood7 are Ivy League universities that pride themselves on
being selective institutions and among the best of the best. Sherwood is the
smaller of the two. It has a structure congruent with its relatively small size,
which is characterized by small, seminar-like classes widt a faculty to student
ratio of roughly .15 to 1. While there are a few professional schools widtin this
university, it emphasizes its undergraduate liberal arts and humanities curric-
ulum, which offers students an opportunity to read and write extensively.
Many of dIe classes focus on close examinations of text, and writing is an inte-
gral part of dIe entire curriculum. Most students have a sophomore, junior,
and senior writing project. The town culture revolves around universityactivi-
ties, and local businesses rely on dIe student body for their livelihood.

Prospect is larger dtan Sherwood and has a substantial number of profes-
sional schools and larger classes. Widt almost twice as many students as
Sherwood, many of Prospect's classes are held in large lecture halls, and un-
dergraduate students have more of an opportunity for professional specializa-
tion. Reading and writing are, of course, important here, but dIe emphasis is
not as great as at Sherwood.

The Actors: Debbie, Tom, and Heather

Debbie, who attends Prospect, is from the SOuthwest. She was born and raised
on a reservation and speaks the language of her tribal nation. Debbie has at-
tended schools both on and off the reservation, and during high school and
summer breaks from Prospect, she has worked in the town that borders her
reservation. She has long black hair the color of her eyes, and her skin is deep
brown. She usually dresses in jeans, and t-shirts (or sweatshirt~). and sneakers.

Debbie cnoseto attend Prospect because she "wanted to do Something for

[her tribe]":

.. can be a role model for girls, you know, and also I think we need someone to
study what I study.. . . . I had never been out East and never lived in a city. . . . I
wanted to try that and see what it was like.

She ebrolled in an undergraduate program that she hoped would allow her to
address problems encountered by heT tribal nation.

!Sl



Ha1VardEd!J.(;ational Review

Tom, a student at Sherwood, is also from the Southwest. Like Debbie, he
was born and raised on his tribe's reservation, and he speaks the language of
his tribal nation. He attended the local reservation schools, and he told me
that one summer he had "lived on twelve dollars a month." His black hair is
cut to the middle of his back. His eyes, like his hair and the boots he often
wears, are dark and his skin is a rich brown. I never saw him dressed in any-
thing except jeans and a t-shirt, although during winter months hewouId wear
a jacket, and once I saw him with a sweatshirt over his t-shirt. Explaining why
he chose to attend Sherwood, Tom discussed the importance for his commu-
nity of his earning a credential from such a prestigious institution:

It is a re~ognizable name. I knew I wanted to go here or to [another Ivy League
university] and I liked it here better. . . . I knew that if I could make it here, I
would be able to go back home and do my part. I feel like 1 need to go back and
do that. . . to-just do whatever they want. me to do.

During this conversation, Tom told me he missed home and intended to re-
turn there as soon as possible. When I met Tom, he was enrolled in an under-
graduate program that gave him the flexibility to pursue many areas of work.
He was acquiring a liberal arts education in the truest sense.

Heather, who also .attends Sherwood, is from a western tribe. She grew up
on the fringes of her tribe's reservation, and is not fluent in her tribal nation's
heritage language, although she understands much of it and can speak it a lit-
tle. Her hair is long and black, her eyes are brown, and she dresses according
to the occasion. Heather is a chameleon, changing her appearance to fit the
context and situation. She looks equally at home in jeans and sneakers or a
fornlal dress. She attended public schools in the city bordering her reserva-
tion. She matriculated at Sherwood because she believed that:

[Sherwood] can provide me with a foundation to pursue my goals. The name of
[Sherwood] means a lot and I think it will help. . . . Having a law degree will al-
low me to help [my tribe] in our struggles with the government and [the local
city]. . . . I've always wanted to be able to do this work and help us and others. . . .
I would like to have a firm one day that services only Indian clients.

Heather majored in a field that allowed her to read widely and focus on topics
that were pertinent to preparation for both law school and the issues facing
her tribe.. She later attended law school and now works on her reservation for
her tribal nation.

.In this article, I examine data gathered from these three students during
my earlier study. Data gathered from other students in the study also highlight
the issues of marginalization, surveillance, (in)visibility, and cultural integrity,
but I am able to provide a rich account of the experiences of only three indi-
viduals.s Although these data are not generalizable, they are illuminating in
that they represent the situations and difficulties encountered by a number of
American .Indian students attending Ivy League institutions.
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Debbie's Story: Invisible Strategies and Hidden Hurts

Returning to the opening vignette about Debbie, 1 examine some of the fac-
tors that may have influenced her decision to take such a circuitous route to
her classroom in the museum. I asked her about what appeared to me to be
confusing behavior, and she explained the complicated rationale behind her
actions:

I go that way for a lot of reasons. Mostly because I don't want to see anyone or
anything. I can do my own thing; it's less noisy and people can't stare at me. I
don't like it when people stare at me and a lot of people here do that. It's like
they have never seen an Indian, or whatever they think I am, before. I mind my
own business and leave people alone and hope they'll leave me alone. I don't
want to have to look at people or talk to them either. . . . Back home, many peo-
ple understand me; no one minds my business or stares at me. They leave me
alone and 1 leave them alone unless it's family. . . . I also don't want to see some-
one I know because I'll have to stop and talk to them. I have an obligation to talk
to my friends and I need to go to class. . . . Then I end up coming to class and ev-
eryone looks at me, because they are all on time most of the time. It's hard, you
know. . . . Plus people who have seen me before when I spoke when I first got
here will want to talk to me about their work on the reservation or hang out and
talk to me about stuff. It's easier for me to just avoid them.

This statement is loaded with reasons why some American Indian students
might want to be less visible in certain contexts. Taking her circuitous route,
Debbie was seen by only a few people who saw her regularly, as opposed to
great numbers of unfamiliar students. She felt ignored, which did not bother
her. However, while walking down the street among other students, Debbie
felt that people were staring at her, which made her uncomfortable. Although
the university is tucked in the middle of a diverse residential area, the student
body itself is predominantly White. Many students at Prospect assumed people
of color were from the local area (which was largely African American and
poor), and thus constructed as problematic. The university itself isJike a for-
tress where "outsiders" (e.g., the local African American population) are
viewed suspiciously and with disdain.\! Debbie was aware of these dynamics, as
people stared at her as if she were an "outsider" too. Student or not, she felt
like an outsider because she looked much different from everyone else. For
these reasons, Debbie chose to minimize her contact with other students at
Prospect and hoped this would make her less visible.

Once in the museum, we found ourselves sitting in an undergraduate an-
thropology class called "Indigenous Peoples of the Americas." The class was
interesting and was taught by a White male professor. It was a survey course
that covered as many tribes as possible during the semester. On one occasion,
the professor's actions highlighted the problems associated with teaching a
class about topics that are not the instructor's area of expertise. I was sitting
next to Debbie during a lecture when the professor described her tribe and its
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characteristics. He characterized her tribe as having a primitiVe clan system
and a fairly easy language. Contrary to his description, the clan system of this
tribe is complex and difficult for outsiders to understand. In addition, the lan-
guage of her tribe is extremely difficult to understand and learn.tO

I watched Debbie as she sat patiently through the lecture, and we left the
classroom as soon as it was over. One of her classmates, another Indigenous
person, asked her, "Why didn't you tell that [#$@! ***] that he is an idiot? You
should have called him on that, Your language is so hard to learn, and the clan
system is so damn hard. I should have said something." Debbie said nothing at
the time but later told me that she "felt like jumping out of [her] skin" as the
professor was speaking. When I asked why she had not said anything and how
she felt about what happened in class, she paused for a few minutes, which
seemed to me like hours. She finally responded:

I was always taught to respect my elders. He is my elder. and I must respect him.
What he said is not right, but it is not my place to correct him. He wiUleam... .]
could not say anything to him.

In essence, she told me the professor represented someone who deserved
her respect even if he was insulting her. Debbie told me she was always taught
to be "nonconfrontational" and that it was easier for her to just let it go. Deb-
bie's interactions in this particular class also highlight an entirely different
form of invisibility she encountered. By not speaking up in class, she illus-
trated a real sense of loyalty to her cultural background and the maintenance
of her cultural integrity or Indianness. This contrasts with the academically
appropriate action. which might have been to educate the professor and the
one hundred students in the class. This is a strategy Debbie employs for a
larger cause: she and her elders recognize the power of a degree from an Ivy
League university. They have made a choice for her to engage in schooling
for the long-term good and not to get caught up in issues that may impact her

psychically.
This situation begs the question of where students like Debbie go to "de-

compress" after a class like this. That is, where are American Indian s.tudents
finding a safe space to talk about the day's events and the assaults (intentional
and not) on their cultural beings? Implicit in this story is a critique of the insti-
tution and the professor for teaching information that is not only wrong. but
also problematic for a student. It also highlights the ways that visibility leads to
marginalization. Debbie is made visible when the professor misrepresents
characteristics of her tribal nation in the classroom. If he had fairly and accu-
rately represented her tribal nation, that visibility could have been empower-
ing and given her a sense of pride in the midst of an institution that was often
harsh when she was made visible, but the moment was lost.

Debbie's decision to not draw attention to herself during the lecture illus-
trates her ability to maintain her traditional values by respecting her elder
while simultaneously engaging in the "un traditional" act of getting a degree
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from an elite institution of higher education. Her participation in the class al-
lowed her to "buy in" to the system of higher education, but she did this while
maintaining her identity as an Indigenous person.

On the other hand, if Debbie had spoken up, she might have enlightened
others in the classroom, including the professor, and her participation could
have led to a lively and interesting discussion. If she opted for this approach,
Debbie could have made herself visible in a way that is appropriate according
to rules of classroom participation. But she plays by a different set of rules,
which makes her perception and participation different from many of the
other students in the classroom and at the university. In order to be able to
evaluate Debbie's classroom participation, others must readjust their perce~
tions to better understand why she does what she does} I The costs associated
with being visible in and out of class for American Indian students help to ex-
plain why they may choose to make themselves less visible to others.

Part of Debbie's avoidance of others is rooted in her cultural beliefs. Her
avoidance of attention is not uncommon among Indigenous people; other re-
searchers have found that many Native American Indian students are hesitant
to receive any attention (Collier, 1973; Deyhle, 1995; Dumont, 1972; Erickson
& Mohatt, 1982; Foley, 1996; Lipka & Ilustik; 1.995; Macias, 1987; Philips, 1972,
1983; Suina & Smolkin, 1994). Another part of her avoidance strategies result
from her experiences with students at Prospect. At the time this study was con-
ducted, many applicants (and later students) at these elite, institutions, in or-
derto illustrate a diversity of experiences, would pay to work on a reservation
and be around Indigenous people.120n several occasions, Debbie would meet
White mainstream students who had "spent time building houses" on her res-
ervation as part of a summer service project. Many of these students would try
to speak some of her heritage language to her and engage her in conversa-
tions about life on the reservation. These students would also tell her either
how beautiful the country was or wonder how she ever survived in such a
"backward place." Each instance placed undue attention on her as an Indige-
nous person and highlighted other ways that visibility leads to fetishism or ro-
manticism. The fact that Debbie's behavior was based on both her cultural
background and experiences at Prospect complicate the analysis of this issue.
In essence, this reiterates the point that context and situation are important.

Visibility in terms of skin color and other marked characteristics led to sur-
veillance on a daily basis for students like Debbie. Other students occasionally
asked Debbie why she had been admitted to Prospect. For example, while we
ate together at an on-campus dining area, people sometimes asked us if we
were "Indians." They especially asked about Debbie, because she looked like a
traditional Indian - she had long, straight black hair and deep brown eyes
and skin. At the time 1 had wavy hair rut to my shoulders, and my eyes, like my
skin, are dark brown. We would tell students that we were not Indians, but
rather American Indians or Native Americans, or tell them our tribal ~lia-
tion!~ They would continue to ask questions and eventually say something
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like, "Oh, you must have gotten in everywhere as a Native American" or "You
don't have to pay tuition to go here, huh?" Implicit in such statements is a be-
lief and discourse that many American Indian students in elite institutions are
admitted because of their ethnic background. The qualities that American In-
dians bring to these educational institutions and their abilities to fully engage
in the intellectual process are often disregarded.J4

Inherent in pebbie's interactions with such students is a notion that some
students receive preferential treatment from the university based on their skin
cofor or cultural status. Preferential treatment occurs with many indiViduals at
Prospect and Sherwood based on their status as athletes (most of whom are
White), veterans, and children of alumni and/or large dqnors to the universi-
ties. Still, much of the thinking and public discourse appears to be arguing
that everyone should be judged on their indiVidual merit.

Mter h,aVing fellow students assume she was a "special admit" so often, Deb-
bie began to say less and less about herself and to limit her interactions with
other students. She once told me, "I just don't deal anymore. I try to just do
my work and hang out with the people who understand me. You know, it's all
good, but sometimes I just don't want to deal." Rather than being seen as an
active, Viable part of the university community, Debbie's Visibility as an Ameri-
can Indian student had put her in a place of deficiency or an unearned special
status. Once again, Visibility becomes a trap in which students are held up for
surveillance that is unfair and rooted in problematic conceptions of what Indi-

ans are supposed to be.
While the university has proVided Debbie with a number of opportunities,

her experiences have been laden with racist undertones and innuendoes.
Foley (1996) captures the motives behind her efforts to become inVisible
when he writes. "Silence is this political retreat into a separate cultural space
and identity far from the white world" (p. 88). In other words, Debbie chose to
be silent and to withdraw in order to find a more comfortable and positive
space for herself in the midst of misinfonnation about her tribe. attacks on

her abilities, and other harmful stereotypical images.

Tom's Story: Slowly and Brutally Erasing the Visible Indian

It was a cold winter day as I walked through the Chilled air to the dining hall
where I was meeting Tom. I found him sitting ata formica-topped rectangular
table. Tom was sitting by himself, eating, with empty chairs on either side of
him. Beyond the empty chairs were several groups of students. I had noticed
on other occasions that he was eating alone; when he did eat with others, it was
with a friend from town or a member of the American Indian student group.
In class, a similar phenomenon occurred. He would sit at a table in a seminar
and all of the seats around him would fill up, except for those directly next to
him. The late stragglers would be forced to sit next to him or opt to sit behind

the seminar table.
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During the two years I spent time with him, isolation or lack of interaction
was the norm for Tom. In one of our first informal interviews, he said to me, "I
don 'tfeellike I exist here. I feel like I am invisible." Initially I thought this was
the frustration of a student in a new environment making sense of his time
away from home. At the end of the first year, however, he contemplated not re-
turning to Sherwood for a number of reasons. Perhaps the most prominent
reason was the fact that he did not seem to fit the mold of students at
Sherwood and the interactional norms or the guiding rules of interaction be-
tween and among individuals; he clearly was not an active part of the Sher-
wood community. As a result, he worked at becoming less and less visible by
limiting his interactions with non-Indian students and by focusing on his
work. On the day before he left to go home after his first year, he said to me, "1
don't know if people know I exist here." He did return, but over the next
twenty months he said he felt increasingly invisible. Although people knew he
existed, that existence was characterized by surveillance, marginalization, and
ostracism. The next pages oudine the ways he suffered from mistreatment.

Tom told me that he came to Sherwood because an admissions officer told
him that Tom had "something to offer Sherwood." About a month after my
initial meeting with Tom, he asked a pretty woman with light red hair and
green eyes Why she and others did not talk to him. She looked at him and re-
sponded, "I'm intimidated by you." When he asked her what he had done to
make her feel this way, she said he was always so quiet and no one was really
sure what to make of him.

Tom 'sbehavior had real costs that are reminiscent of those encountered by
the Indigenous people in Foley's (1996) study, which addressed the issue of
the "silent Indian" (p. 79) with respect to Meskwaki youth. The teens in his
study chose to be silent as a way of coping with the stresses of school and in or-
der to intimidate teachers, get out of schoolwork, and rebel in classrooms. He
writes, "The price for heroic retreat into silence may be lost in future educa-
tional opportunities. . .. In their cultural milieu, it is ofren the honorable way
of handling the garrulous, aggreSsive whites" (p. 78). The students in Foley's
study, it appears, were forced by "garrulous, aggressive whites" to choose from
a number of options - the "ways of the school" and those of their home cul-
ture. The costs of either choice are heavy; the former asks them to override
their own culture, while the latter ieads to "lost. . . future educational oppor-
tunities." The heavy choices illustrate oneKind of brutal bargain that students
are asked to make at institutions like Prospect and Sherwood. This bargain es-
sentially asks American Indian students to assimilate, accommodate on oth-
ers' terms, Or suffer marginalization. Any of these "choices" requires these stu-
dents to give up significant pieces of who they are. Many White students are
not required to make such bargains; instead, they enjoy a certain amount of
privilege (McIntosh, 1995). In Tom's case, his everyday mode of interaction
did not meet the norms at Sherwood and he was therefore cast as an intimidat-
ing person. In these instances, Tom's identity as an American Indian has be-
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HidmK j" 1M Ivy
, AN ...K""" ION" ."".'"/luroa,d t;du, "ti"""l RNi""

J lal..r ~,k"d h"r a().)I1( h"r "1I...1"l(i.." I(,r lI.illl( ullic" I,ullr", ,uld ,.hy ,h(' dic!
1I()t ~,k Ih('"" qll("li()II' i" cl,..,., Sh(' rl:",,'lIdl:d, "I thillk ,,1)()lIl my pro!, ill
w"Y".imilar«)-,,()II:XaCllv thl: 'ilm('-hlll "imilar «",Id..r" ill m~uwlIl:()m-
m"lIilY, Thl:" il"1 k,,()w 5() l"IICh, a"d I h.."c " I()I 1(' I(,..rll," Sh.. ('()lIlillll(,,1

lal(,r, "'~;"I{,

/"")llld""\(..dl,'."",II"'III(..i"II",il"",I,,I;"I\,,",'ln"', 1)111 h.,illl\""'"
'l"i('l';"," "h(.., I kllll" ',h(' "r"',,,.,,)rl i"h""'11I all"""" "","'i"",, "'.!."" il ".,s-
i,.., ,''l('",h,..,lIil1l\;"II,,'ISaI,III(,,"il1n,'n",(',h,ulu,,' n ".h.I"'I\"",t II..
'I",' "I r(" ""'I1""ln",ill1l '" II" '" II." '" !"",II, ""'IM"""il111 i" '"I " r'"KuIA' I)..i"
1,,'illl\ "'I(""i..,'n .u,d .111. """'u" 111", I "'011..'.", il1ll)I"...,ill1'

H""lh..r u"cd 111:r lillIl: ,,;(h hl'r pl'n'.."'r 1(, w()rk t()w"rd "(,,dl'I1I;' "U(c.'..,
ThaI .hc Wd" arlvi""d t" d" Ihi" hy """Ih..r Amcric-d" Illdial' ,u,d""1 i. iI"I""'
1a"I, <:;li"K Rc)i.'K'Vai", Slill)I()II",..la7ar (1997) writ"",

""r""",I"«,,..., lu 11I."Y \,llu"d ,,""'ur ."d u"""'1u"iu,.,, iu "" k"~ -1)\ ";I'
"r..,r;a!"",wllrl (' u.." Ihrll1111h ,II" 11I"""fI)u";I1"'" "I ("I1I",al,ni"I\,""I\')';'
alil1K, alld ",auagi,,!! ",any d;,..,-"., (and ","n(',i""',, ""llIi'1;nK) ,,}{ial r,'I.,i()II-
.hi". a,," i""~"I"lil;"", 'Illd wl..i, h II",I""Y ""Iail" "killrllily 11I1I"'i,lIil1K ,h.. rllll'"
all" (,",.'r"il1l" "",1,,1'1\;1111 Ih.. ""i"I,I( " III h..I""""";lll\ ",," h"II'"II"i"II' (" ~.I

Heath..r i. "skillfully 1I"l{ulialillg' ""ial (and ","'Idemir) r..lat;')II.hip" 10 hlo\p
her mailllai" wh..1 m"lIY ha"" Ih()Ullh, w..r" c()"fJiclinl{ Koalo: beit}1( a "K("..!
Illdiall' and 'I "gr,,>d 'Iud..nl," <:I","iy. 11,.."" IWu d..""ripl()rS l1"ed l1ot ().. ill
CI)lIllicI; Hcalh"r d(I(" ().)th w..lI,

She summ"d il "P hy tcllillll m.' Ih..1 h,'r profcssor "kIIOW" wh() ( ,11)1 ""d
Ihal I Ihinkal",ul this. I'm abl" lu do lhi., wil1,()uI 1..,.'lil1l{ lik(' "'" ShoWitl1{ ()(1'
fur anY()lIe,- She dcmr)nsu-aled ill " pri",.." "'lliul{ thaI shc nllde.-.I",>d III"
"'"lel;"I; 111.. illtimacy ()f Ih.. ""'lil)1{ ,Iliow"d h"r 10 Inainl"i" fidclily Il) h..r
')WlI Clllltlralllt)rm. "lid "..Iu"" rc!{'..rdillg int"ract;')11 ill public placl:'" III 11,;"
way. she ;. lI.inl: \;.ibility a. " ,uOIlf:I{ic I..lrm ()[ "clivism and ad"(,,,acy; l1}al i".
.he i. able II) "" "i.;bl" I() her pr,)fe...ur, m"im"itl " ""I1SC "r hrr India",)e,.."
and adV()Calr f,)r h..r 'participatiun" wade InlcrC'lil1gly, 111C parucipalioll
hap!>"n" ()ulSid" ()f a /orm..l cl",.., ""tti"K alld il, " (m"-c,,,..)ne arena, Thi. i"
vrry much it. ke"pinl{ Wil11 hrr own helier. ""f;..rditl!( inler..cl;()I1S, ~,,;t high-
lights ()ther re..,...rch "boul Amel;caJ) Itldian" (D"ybl", 1995; Elicksull &
Moh"Il, 1982; Mc<:arty, 2001; Philips, 1983). Her visibility, h()we.",; w... II()! "I,
w-..ys ",..;tivc; ill lacl, "n i"cidem the p,jl)r f..ll ilIu"lrdl"d WdY" 111"1 ,;sihility
Call hec()mc a 1I00p and Ix hurd'ull() "'me Amcricall l"di"'1 Sludems,

Onc <A)lnmbll' Day. I "ltclld..d a ",nail -"ware"c." day' ()r!{'dw",d by tJl" 111-
dig""()ll" W()IIP a' ""I: of lh" mp'l'les. Thc "c:tivity II)()k pl...'r ill a pr()mi-
""m ""')1 in Ihc "liddle ()r calnpu., wh"r" m""y "llIdel1ts had «) p""" ill urd"r
I,) Kel u) lh., Kyt". dilli"1I h"II" alld lhr ultd"rl{rad.., Iihrnl'Y' As H..al""r

'pc)kc a().nll th.. illj",'lic", 0" III" p~"1 allrl Ih" waY" IldiK""()u. pc'()plc h"v('
ltern mi.trl:al"d. a gr"lIp l)f .1..dclIl.' w.llked l>y. and ,)nc r)f Ih.. YOU)II{ IIICII
shoulecI. "<;.) l1ack I" Ih.. r..,..,r,.Aliol1 or 11..1 will} lh.. pr('!tl,lm, lady, SlOp whin-

lIi"d H"alll"rl""mc" h',"I~.1 ~w Ill" way H"alll"III't'(I (,Il,r" 1I""r!\I"d"m-
('lIs'r..l" I" h"r pr(,fes",r Ih,.. sh" "lIdcrsl(xxJIII" malerial: this all"..ed h"r t"
I", .".,I(."/I;C m lerm. ,II m""'lamil'!! her ,..llu 1 ilileRrlIY. The office we c..-
l"r",1 w".I"'R" a..cI ""lIlailieri au Ii".." I,u""ur,,. &",k...""d p"per, """" "lal-
','r,,« (»1 Iii" n(H,r in pil"., aud Iii" pr(II"""",', d".k lIad " lay,'r (,I "'",k., '0Il(1

p'l(x'r. Ih,'I, .II'ny "y". ...iI... """UI "i!!1I1 ,..ch"s lIil(h.
1I""lh"1 illlr'KI"",d m" II' h,'r prol"."'r "lid 1(11« lIiOlllilal I ...". ",uldyi"l(

N,..i\c AOIlt'ri,'ali ,lud"IIIS"' c(,II,'II" , . . "1\(1 IIc i. " "1"..d (,f m",,'." She a...k"d
per.."..«'.. f(,r me 1(' .oay whil" d,('" 1"lkl'cI "" IlIalll'ould kllow wh"l sh" d("",
wh"l1 .11" i. ,urt i.. cl TII" pc,II",,-,,)r "-..k,,cI m" al""'1 my l'lId"'I(" alld "",)UI
my ,.wu gr"d..ale wllrk. TII(' Illrec "f lL' cll",'klecl wc di...u"-,,,'d Ill" I>'L" rnL"
k"llIall ""'L"'II ;uld r""lIll. ollh" I(alll"" 1>t:lwel'lI ""m" ,)f tht, fry I"",w,e I"am..
Tllc p,."re,,-,,)r tolcl,n,' lu ".il wll"rt""'c Y')11 Ca)lfilld" sport" "'KI 11Irlied his "1-
lelllH'1I 10 Ht',uller. 111»"lci " .m,oIllII"ir it, Ih" c(,r..cr .."cl, after '"CllIOV"'K a
pile I» bt)ok. "lid p'Ip',r, s",doWlI. Al Illi. p'lilll, Hcalll"" '" she would 1,,11 m"
later, "Wl"'1 lu w"rk." SII" was ,wl(alli",d willi "ucsliolls ,,"cI lI"cI ;1 cl,'", direc-
Ii"" "'lIuicl,' Illc lollvel,-;ui,.II. Slic "xpl'"lIed \u m" I"ier:

I l,'orll"" lrlllli ~ro II",.. \1I1I'li,.", Imlioll 111"11" willi w"" a "'lIiu.. ,.h"11
Hc",h,'r "';1' a li",,-),';,r ,'u"c'IIII" ix' "'W"li,,'" wh,'» Y"II ~" illlo Ih(',,' """,,-
i"~.. 'n". I"ul IhillkJI yoll arc ;)JW;I)"S ..hi, "'1("";"'" on" is m"rc willi,,!! II) hclp
"')1""'"1111' "tI,l "'1m" rOC'L"-(\ th,," ""'nt.",,,. who rI(K'" nolo I kc"p lel1i1)11 "lhc..
Ix'upl" lulh"1 11"li~CII"II"I""C""llhi,,, bUIIlUI""'WOIIL'IU li."Cll..AI,yw..y.1

1';"'(';lpl""\\hl'"IKI,ill.II)II,I"1'lpl"rl","""'I~i",',,"'""mu,hh;"k

H"Olilcl '. pl;umill!\ lIil(hli~ht" lI"w ",)ci,,1 lI("(work" call "" IL'lCd t" di.rupl
reproduct«»' "'illequ"lity ill "clucaliu",,1 itl,liluliru,. (SWllrul,.,al""..,r. 1~17).
H""Ii"'r is "I"" llc,wly build;,,!! ..,u the WIWI. "fl)llIcr. I" mainl"in her cultur..1
iIIlc~rity "' " clc"live alld 'Ir".,.."c m,mu"r. Sile "ucre,,-.fllily iliuSII.rt"s 011"
w..y sll" wa3 able I" Ix' a "g'KKI swd"m" aJtd 0 "K'KKlllldiau silnuloallel,usly.

Healher provideC!lil" p."lc8$(,r wilh 0 shcclli.linK her qllestiool". Shc 01:'
I.. red au ovcrvi"w I)f Ihe qu""tiolls and m"III,Klic"lIy wenl li,n)uKh "ach m,,'
St.rure hel(ililliliK a r()uvc..,...li,,", H""ther -leI th" prof",,",)r l.,t"W Ih". I'm
""1 Ii"hill!! I.,r OIlSW""'" by 1"lIill!! him wh"l h"r own ullderslandint{ ill' the i,..
!lUe "r topic wa.'. I" this case, Ihcy Wt:r" di5l:u..,i"KJ"hll Rawls' btK)k It 1".,.,ry oj
)u,';r... The pr"'eSStw wnuld nocl ""cI \ay Ihings like, ""m , . , hmm . . very
K"'KI. bul Y')U Inay .oJ.., WOIII OIl thillk obolll wll"l R.,wl,,' argllmclII of the
K'"a,er KUtxJ miKbt m""l1 I()r yuu "-.. " y"un!! W()mau ill I')c\,.y'. "Kiety." Hc
laler;lddcc!, "Rclncml"'r 111"11 "m al5t) Kuil'!! t" ...,k YUtI a"',ul the C,,""erli"IIS
""!weell Rawl. "lid K..III. . , . We talked "bt)"lli,at "' cl ," By tile e"d '" lIer
ml'l'lillK witll Ihe prufe.",'r. He"thcr hac! lI"r "u"'lit"ts ;OIl,wereci ond lile pr"..
le,,-,,)r hOld Kiv"l1 her "" 'Irolll( cluc" al)("'1 wllal wa... K"ill~ I" hc ill' oil" "p""m-
illt{ cxam. I lo...,d mY""lf Inakm!! Ilulc. alX)lIl how l" I"kr heller "dVdlll"KC ,»
my "Wll lillle with Iny prufe"-,,,r.. Hralil"r .h,owed Ill" thaI "h,' could "S" her
"i"ihilitv ,.." 'I m"ticul"us 'Ulcl""1 II' "Icreed acod"mic,oIlv wid,o"1 1".i"K hercloll..r;l! iIllCK,iIY. .
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